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THE CAUSES OF CULTURAL CONFLICT: AN
INSTITUTIONAL APPROACH

Beverly Crawford

As the cold war came to a close, the Soviet Union collapsed, and
the rhetoric of economic and political liberalization swept the globe,
there were more than thirty violent conflicts raging around the
world, most of these ethnic and sectarian in nature.1 Indeed these
conflicts are not new. Some estimates suggest that cultural conflicts
have inspired over half of the violent struggles within states between
1945 and 1960. The proportion increased to three quarters from 1960
to 1990.2

What marks these conflicts, separates their effects from those of
interstate wars, and thus makes them an important subject for inves-
tigation on their own is that they have been significantly more dev-
astating to civilians. In World War I, 14 percent of all deaths were
civilian. That figure rose to 67 percent in World War II. And in the
1990s, where most wars were within rather than between states, civilian
deaths totaled 90 percent of all deaths.3 By 1995 deaths in the war in
the former Yugoslavia reached over 200,000; over half the population
of Bosnia became refugees, and virtually all of the Serb population
of Croatia was forced to flee.4 By 1993 civilian deaths in the war in
Abkhazia were estimated at between 25,000 and 30,000. More than
half of the prewar population became refugees.5 Five thousand peo-
ple have been killed in Kashmir since 1990; over 30,000 have died in
Algeria, and 18,000 have died in Punjab since the storming of the
temple in 1985. While war between states seems to be on the decline,
ethnic and sectarian conflict within them is on the rise. Why?

The causes of these conflicts are not immediately obvious. Some
minority ethnic and religious groups assimilate and are eventually
accommodated in a unitary nation-state. Bulgarian Muslims (Po-
maks), unlike Muslims in Bosnia, are peacefully integrated. Malaysia
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in recent years has maintained interethnic peace under a moderate
unitary Muslim majority state, while secular Egypt is coping with
rising violence perpetrated by more radical factions of “political Is-
lam.” Among liberal democracies, England has achieved relative po-
litical integration of minority ethnic groups, while Germany eschews
such integration and has experienced relatively high levels of vio-
lence in the form of hate crimes against non-German immigrants.
Other Western democracies, such as Switzerland and Belgium, main-
tain federations that separate ethnic and religious groups into politi-
cal entities with limited autonomy that peacefully coexist with one
another. And the breakup of Czechoslovakia demonstrates that se-
cession does not have to be violent. Among our cases to be consid-
ered here, Ajaria has peacefully insulated itself from the Georgian
turmoil and gained a separate and more autonomous constitutional
status within Georgia, while neighboring Abkhazia was ravaged by
war. Why is it, then, that some ethnic and religious problems are
resolved peacefully, others remain unresolved but do not erupt in
violence, and still others seek resolution in violent conflict?

We argue here that the current round of ethnic and sectarian
violence is ironically linked to the apparent triumph of economic
globalization and institutional transformation—the opening of new
markets for goods, services, capital, and people; the construction of
new democracies; and the implementation of “state-shrinking” ide-
ologies that have swept the globe. While, with some important ex-
ceptions, developed market economies have experienced relatively
low levels of cultural conflict, they have experienced that conflict
nonetheless, as they have begun the state-shrinking process of eco-
nomic liberalization. And transition to the market and the pressures
of globalization—increased demands for industrial competitiveness
and rising external debt that weakens the state’s capability and will-
ingness to allocate resources—are associated with high levels of con-
flict and even violence.

While many analysts suspect that there is a link between eco-
nomic globalization and the current round of cultural conflict, few
have investigated potential causal forces that might explain that re-
lationship.6 In this study we assess alternative explanations for cul-
tural conflict and attempt to discover the causal mechanisms that
might explain its relationship to economic globalization and liberali-
zation. Taken together, the essays in this volume argue that cultural
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violence erupts most vociferously where secular economic decline,
neoliberal economic reforms, and institutional transformation have
broken old “social contracts”—that is, where they have broken the
rules and norms by which access to political and economic resources
was once granted. Globalization and liberalization are thus “trig-
gers” for cultural conflict, but they are not the only triggers, and they
are not the underlying causes.

The breaking of old social contracts—by whatever means—
leads to shifts in political power. When these power shifts are expe-
rienced as ethnic and religious discrimination and privilege, the re-
sulting resentment and opportunity provide fertile ground for
modern political entrepreneurs to mobilize support around ethnic
and sectarian identities.7 But changes in power do not always result
in cultural discrimination. Often, for example, they result in eco-
nomic oppression or discrimination along ideological lines. When,
then, do power shifts result in cultural threat and conflict? We argue
that cultural conflict erupts most frequently in those places where
old social contracts permitted ethnic and religious criteria to guide
the allocation of political and economic resources. That mode of
resource allocation permitted the logic of identity politics to charac-
terize and sometimes even dominate political competition. Where
identity politics once prevailed and when institutions upholding the
old social contract are weakened, the odds of cultural conflict and
even violence increase.

Why would the practice of identity politics increase the odds of
cultural violence? The logic of identity politics suggests that claims
on resources based on ascriptive criteria like ethnicity and religion
are often incompatible. Conflicting claims on resources based on
cultural criteria are more prone to intense conflict than disputes
between interest groups. This is because while interests are malle-
able and multiple, making compromises and log-rolling possible,
cultural identity is fixed and non-negotiable. Disputes over re-
sources among “identity groups” will thus prove to be particularly
difficult to negotiate, raising the odds of violence.8 But even when
the logic of identity politics dominates the political game, opposing
cultural groups can commit themselves to pacts that ensure social
order, and the institutions of central authority can help enforce those
pacts. Even when one cultural group dominates others, repressive
institutions can provide for “order,” although it is discriminatory
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and experienced by less powerful groups as unjust. Cultural conflict
escalates into violence when these institutions are weakened, disrupted, or
transformed in ways that undermine the commitment to uphold these con-
tracts or repress dissent. Although there are many forces which under-
mine that commitment, globalization and economic liberalization
are two of the most important current culprits. When the forces of
globalization and the impersonal market have usurped control from
domestic institutions and when those institutions can no longer
credibly enforce agreements that ensured peaceful competition
among politically relevant cultural groups, or when they can no
longer enforce culturally discriminating policies, violence may be
the only alternative course for political entrepreneurs making non-
negotiable resource demands on behalf of distinct cultural groups.

The essays in this volume elaborate on, illustrate, and some-
times even “test” this argument. In this introduction, I begin with a
brief discussion of our puzzle: why cultural violence appears to be
everywhere on the rise and why there are significant variations in
kind and levels of conflict despite historical, regional, and demo-
graphic similarities. I then turn to an examination of three alternative
explanations for cultural conflict. I argue that these explanations are
incomplete and suggest how an institutional approach can account
for more variation in cultural conflict and violence. In the third sec-
tion, I lay out the institutional argument in three steps. I begin by
describing the process by which cultural identity does or does not
become politically relevant and the importance of institutions in
shaping and legitimating political identity. I then discuss the role of
institutional disruption, weakening, collapse, and transformation in
undermining and even breaking social contracts in ways that permit
the rise of political entrepreneurs who wish to mobilize political
support with cultural appeals; I further discuss the conditions under
which those mobilization efforts can be successful and can lead to
violence. Finally, I lay out the causes for institutional change and
broken social contracts located in the processes of globalization and
economic liberalization.
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PURPOSE: EXPLAINING THE RISE AND EXTENT
OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Our purpose in this study is twofold: to generate hypotheses
that will explain why ethnic and sectarian violence appears to be
everywhere on the rise (particularly in the current period), and why
some states experience high levels of it while others in similar cir-
cumstances experience little or none. We have taken an intellectual
risk in our effort to engage in large comparisons and come to general
conclusions. As a rule, those who believe in the uniqueness of each
case of conflict enjoy a certain intellectual advantage over those who
seek to argue that patterns of variation appear across time and space.
The case for uniqueness can be made simply by enriching each story
with so much historical detail that generalizations and comparisons
seem artificial, oversimplified, and silly. Indeed as the stories in the
coming chapters will reveal, no two cases of cultural conflict are
really alike. What we attempt here, however, is to abstract from the
historical and descriptive complexity of each case and challenge
ideographic accounts by proposing a conceptualization of the causes
of cultural conflict embodied in institutional arrangements.9

We base our conclusions on twelve cases that vary according to
region; we compare conflicts in Western Europe, the former Commu-
nist world (the former Soviet Union and the Balkans), and the devel-
oping world (Muslim-majority states and India). While ethnic and
sectarian conflict is lower in the West than in post-Communist coun-
tries, and conflict is higher in post-Communist regions than in Mus-
lim-majority states or in less developed but relatively consolidated
democracies, levels of conflict also vary significantly within devel-
oping, post-Communist, and Western industrial states. Algeria and
Egypt have experienced high levels of sectarian conflict while Ma-
laysia has not; the former Yugoslavia and Abkhazia experienced pro-
tracted and bloody separatist conflicts, while Bulgaria and Ajaria
remained at peace. In contrast to England, Germany has experienced
relatively high levels of cultural violence. Because the role and the
strength of political institutions vary widely across regions and be-
cause there are large variations in conflict levels within regions, our
primary comparisons are intraregional rather than cross-regional.
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Country/Region Level of Violence Organization Protraction

Yugoslavia High: war of succession Organized military units 1991–95; prolonged

Abkhazia High: war of succession Organized military units 1991–93; prolonged

Algeria High: state-threatening civil war Organized military units 1991–present;
prolonged

Punjab Medium: nonviolent political competition, violent protests,
military repression; state reduces violence, separatism

Political parties, militias,
Indian military

Chronic since 1975

Kashmir Medium: secessionist violence, government repression; state
reduces violence

Political parties,
secessionist movement,
Indian army

Chronic since 1974

Egypt Medium: sporadic violence and state repression Organized Islamic
groups/state police

Chronic since 1974

Germany Low: rising right-wing violence in 1980s, increased sporadic
violence 1991–93, state repression; decline in incidents of
violence since 1993

Relative lack of
organized violence

Sporadic dramatic
increases 1991–92

United States Low: state repression of racial violence; recent violence
directed against central government

Relative lack of
organized violence

Sporadic

England Low and declining: riots, 1958, 1980–81, 1985,
mischaracterized as race riots

Unorganized violent
attacks

Sporadic

Table 1

Measures of Conflict by Country/Region



Bulgaria No ethnic or sectarian violence       None

Malaysia No ethnic or sectarian violence       None since 1969

Ajaria No sectarian violence       None

Sources: The data for this table were drawn from several sources. These are cited here, along with numbers of fatalities resulting from
ethnic and sectarian violence, where possible. The scoring of high, medium, and low is a judgment of relative intensity of
violence in comparison with the other cases. By 21 November 1995, 250,000 people had been reported dead or missing in the
former Yugoslavia. Other figures for the former Yugoslavia are listed in note 4. For Abkhazia, see note 5. For Algeria there are
various estimates for deaths ranging from 15,000 (John P. Entelis, “Political Islam in Algeria: The Nonviolent Dimension,” Current
History 94, 588 [January 1995]: 13) to 40,000 (Economist, 8 July 1995). For the Punjab estimates of fatalities related to sectarian
conflict range from 18,000 (Gurharpal Singh, “Punjab Elections 1992: Breakthrough or Breakdown?” Asian Survey 32, 11 [No-
vember 1992]: 988) to 20,000 (Hamish Telford, “The Political Economy of the Punjab: Creating Space for Sikh Militancy,” Asian
Survey 32, 11 [November 1992]: 969). For Kashmir, see Binder. For Egypt there have been an estimated 1,000 deaths from violent
attacks by extremist Islamic groups (Sarah Gauch, “Terror on the Nile,” Africa Report 38, 3 [May–June 1993]: 32). In Germany
from 1991 to 1993, there were a total of 5,881 attacks against “foreigners” (see Jens Alber, “Towards Explaining Anti-Foreign
Violence in Germany” [Cambridge, Mass.: Center for European Studies, Harvard University], Working Paper Series No. 53, table
1; cited in John Leslie’s article in this volume). England has experienced sporadic social violence in recent years, which has been
mischaracterized as “ethnic conflict.” Elaine Thomas describes here both the violent incidents and their misrepresentation. For
Bulgaria the only recorded deaths related to ethnic conflict occurred in riots in May 1989 in response to Todor Zhivkov’s attempt
to “Bulgarize” the country’s ethnic Turks. This riot resulted in 600 deaths (Roland Flamini, “A Modern Balkan Exodus,” Time
134, 7 [14 August 1989]: 39). There has been no cultural violence involving Pomak groups. In Malaysia the only recorded deaths
from ethnic conflict occurred in a riot in May 1969, resulting in 200 deaths (see Leon Comber, 13 May 1969: A Historical Survey
of Sino-Malay Relations [Kuala Lumpur: Heinemann Asia, 1983], p. 88, and Karl von Vorys, Democracy without Consensus [Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1975]). Georgi Derluguian in this volume argues that Ajaria experienced very little cultural
conflict in the wake of Soviet collapse. The United States has experienced sporadic and intense periods of cultural violence,
primarily directed against African Americans. Recent violence, discussed in this volume by Ronnie Lipschutz, has been directed
against the federal government.



Table 1 (cont.)
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Cross-regional comparisons can be suggestive, however. Our
cases vary according to ethnic and sectarian demographic composi-
tion. While the former Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union, Bul-
garia, Malaysia, the United States, and India can be considered
multiethnic or multicultural states, England and Germany are rela-
tively homogeneous; Egypt and Algeria are Muslim-majority states
with small minority populations. Despite these demographic vari-
ations, however, ethnic and sectarian violence appears to have
erupted in all of these in recent times; nonetheless, there are signifi-
cant variations in intensity among these conflicts that do not corre-
late with levels of cultural diversity. And some social conflicts have
been widely characterized as “ethnic and sectarian conflict” when
they were not.

In measuring conflict levels, our scoring is largely judgmental
and our rankings nominal rather than ordinal. We distinguish vio-
lent conflict from the legitimate and rule-based ethnic and sectarian
conflict of identity politics. Where violent cultural conflict does oc-
cur, we measure its intensity by looking at whether it is prolonged,
chronic, or sporadic, and by assessing whether it is organized or
spontaneous. Higher violence is associated with separatist or civil
wars threatening a central state; lower violence is associated with
outcomes in which state elites repress uprisings and negotiate bar-
gains with ethnic and sectarian groups. Variations in the conflicts are
summarized in Table 1.

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS

PRIMORDIALISM

How can these variations in cultural conflict best be explained?
The literature on ethnic and sectarian conflict and its absence has
offered three explanatory approaches. The first invokes the centuries
of “accumulated hatreds” between “nations” with primordial ori-
gins.10 This essentialist or primordialist approach asserts that “the
urge to define and reject the other goes back to our remotest human
ancestors, and indeed beyond them to our animal predecessors,”11

and suggests that when the grip of central control is relaxed, “people
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reflexively grasp at ethnic or national identifications or what passes
for them.”12 The argument suggests that the illiberal politics of iden-
tity, with its claims of collective exclusivity, and tendencies toward
xenophobia and intolerance are more natural to human societies
than liberal politics of interest, which hold that individuals hold
multiple and cross-cutting identities and interests that can be aggre-
gated and represented in the political arena.

But current peaceful relations, for example, between the Ger-
mans and French in Alsace-Lorraine; between whites, Africans, and
African ethnic groups in South Africa; between Pomaks, Turks, and
Bulgarians in Bulgaria; or between the Chinese and the Malay in
Malaysia suggest that even if accumulated hatreds once fanned the
flames of violent conflict, they can be attenuated by alternative
memories, more current experience, and institutional incentives. Pri-
mordial explanations that call on “centuries of accumulated hatreds” can-
not account for situations in which ethnic groups coexist peacefully. They
cannot account for differences in the political expressions of cultural differ-
ence—i.e., separatist movements, efforts to control the state, or attempts at
power-sharing with other cultural groups. They are thus guilty of selection
bias.

Primordial explanations are flawed in two further respects.
First, they fail to make the distinction between cultural identity and politi-
cally relevant cultural identity. They assume that cultural differences,
such as language, religion, cultural traditions, and ethnicity, auto-
matically lead to conflict because they assume that culturally de-
fined groups are by nature exclusionary and are dominated by
parochial values that outweigh universalistic norms. According to
primordial accounts, parochial norms attributed to cultural groups
are believed to isolate them and lead to extremism.13 Extremism
raises the odds of violence.

But cultural differences do not necessarily trigger the extrem-
ism of cultural conflict. Bulgarian Muslims possess different cultural
characteristics from Bulgarian Christians, and Ajaris see themselves
as culturally different from Georgians. But Pomaks and Bulgarians,
Ajaris and Georgians have managed to live peacefully together. In-
deed there is usually more conflict within a culturally defined group
than between different groups.14 What primordialists neglect is that
cultural identities lead to conflict only when they have become politically
charged. And cultural identity is politicized only when it becomes a
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criterion for discrimination and privilege in struggles over the dis-
tribution of political and economic resources, rights, and protection.
Our findings thus support the claim that the political relevance of
cultural identity is socially constructed.15

Second, primordial explanations ignore the role that the institutions
of the state play in easing, perpetuating, or triggering cultural conflict by
structuring incentives in ways that either exacerbate or attenuate the po-
litical relevance of cultural identity. We find that these institutional
incentives, embedded in citizenship laws, rules of accountability,
participation, and distribution, can structure political struggle in
ways that either mute or encourage ethnic and sectarian political
conflict. In Malaysia, for example, cultural identities have become
politically relevant, but the institutions of state and economy have
channeled identity politics into peaceful political competition. In
Bulgaria, Pomak cultural identity was never politicized by state in-
stitutions and never became politically relevant. In England univer-
sal membership in the political community combined with
supportive liberal institutions and the structure of party politics to
depoliticize ethnic identity, thus blocking the foothold needed by
ethnic entrepreneurs for significant participation in British politics.
These examples suggest that the state’s institutional structure and
strength should be placed at the center of any explanation of cultural
conflict.

By tracing the ways in which cultural identity is transformed
into political identity and showing how politically relevant ethnic
and sectarian identities were legitimated and in some cases created
by political institutions of recent origin, we will show that accumu-
lated hatreds do not have primordial origins and they do not neces-
sarily lead to violent conflict. Indeed we would be naive not to
recognize that hatreds do accumulate and collective memories of
victimization can lead populations to respond to politicians who
draw on the reserve of those memories to foment hatred anew in
their efforts to mobilize culturally defined groups for political action
and even violence. But we will show that in all cases, politically
charged divisions fueled by collective memory are more likely to
become violent when institutions that would shape peaceful resolu-
tions to that struggle are weak.16 Weak institutions permit political
entrepreneurs to exploit those divisions in ways that lead to vio-
lence. We thus challenge the assumption that political identities are
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“given” or primordial. Indeed such a characterization of those iden-
tities simply perpetuates the myths that fan the flames of ethnic
conflict and make social integration seem impossible.

SECURITY DILEMMAS

An alternative explanation for violent cultural conflict, draw-
ing on the concept of the security dilemma in international relations
theory, addresses this second deficiency in that it recognizes the im-
portance of institutions in creating social order.17 This approach im-
plicitly suggests that where institutions of central authority do not
exist and where anarchy prevails, groups tend to seek security above
all other goals. Their quest for security leads them to take measures
that render other groups insecure, and those groups in turn take
measures that threaten others. Thus a vicious cycle of escalating
threats takes hold in the absence of a central authority that could
reduce those threats. Institutional collapse or decline leads groups
to seek an offensive advantage—that is, to grasp the resources that
assure their security before these resources are seized by an oppos-
ing group. Thus the odds of violence are high when the security
dilemma prevails.

Although this approach may indeed be useful in explaining the
proximate causes of violence as a result of the actors’ strategic inter-
action, it is incomplete in four important ways. First, in equating
communal conflict with interstate conflict, it takes the formation of politi-
cally relevant cultural groups as given; preferences are assumed and not
explained. Like primordial explanations, accounts of ethnic conflict
from this approach assume that cultural groups, like states, have
conflicting and incompatible political interests, and thus they will
automatically clash. These accounts are primarily concerned with
how that clash might become violent. They ignore the evidence that
different cultural groups do not necessarily have conflicting political
interests, and they do not explore the ways in which the logic of
identity politics diverges from the logic of political competition
based on conflicts of interest under international anarchy.

Indeed the metaphor of the security dilemma in international
politics is misplaced. The political interests of culturally defined
groups, unlike the interests of states in the international system, are
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not necessarily divergent. A complete account of cultural conflict
and its escalation must assess the political transformation of these
cultural groups. It must explain why politicized social divisions did
not take the form of interest group competition, ideological move-
ments, or class-based organizations. It must also trace the process by
which cultural differences led to identity politics and explain why
some cultural divisions never became politically charged. Only then
can it explain why cultural interests might clash in the political
arena.

Second, the security dilemma metaphor makes the unwarranted as-
sumption that the function of central authority is simply to mitigate and
prevent conflict. Indeed the institutions of central authority can pro-
vide the necessary transparency and information to relieve the inse-
curity of competing groups.18 They also work to create a political
community that cements the expectation that all groups will interact
indefinitely, thus enhancing the preference for cooperation among
them. And they can repress social violence. But this rather narrow
focus on the function of institutional strength in mitigating violence
disguises the role that the institutions of central authority play in
creating and legitimating cultural conflicts or in attenuating their
intensity. They play this role by defining not only the constraints, but
also the incentives facing social and political elites. By providing
elites with both constraints and incentives, institutions shape their
interests and objectives and determine which of many social divi-
sions will become politically relevant. As Levy et al. argue, institu-
tions “shape the logic of the political game.”19 The institutions of
central authority determine whether the logic of interest-based poli-
tics, ideology-driven politics, class conflict, or identity politics will
dominate political competition. Institutions do not treat all forms of
conflict impartially because their function is to channel conflict, not
simply to mitigate and prevent it.20 Because of this channeling func-
tion, institutions not only constrain behavior, but also they shape
political preferences and identities. In short, institutions can con-
struct policies of discrimination and privilege that politicize ethnic-
ity and religion. Or they can construct rules that prohibit cultural
discrimination but provide for ideological, class, or interest-based
competition.

Third, the metaphor of the security dilemma fails to explain cultural
conflict and the outbreak of cultural violence in industrial societies where
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central authority is relatively strong and social contracts are largely con-
sidered legitimate. Accounts that use the security dilemma metaphor
to explain ethnic and sectarian conflict fail to explain the outbreak
of violence where security dilemmas do not exist. Finally, the ap-
proach fails to explain why institutions weaken and sometimes collapse. A
complete account of cultural conflict must take the causal arrow one
step back; it must account for the causes of institutional change and
the process by which change triggers cultural violence as opposed
to other kinds of conflict.

THE PANACEA OF MARKETS AND “DEMOCRACY”

Despite our refutation of essentialist explanations and our em-
pirical support for institutional arguments, our evidence challenges
the currently fashionable claim that the rapid and simultaneous con-
struction of liberal economic and democratic political institutions
can mitigate ethnic and sectarian conflict.21 Free markets create
wealth for all, the argument runs, erasing the need for violent strug-
gle over resources. And democracy permits political aggregation and
representation of all social interests, elevating conflicts of interest
that can be adjudicated in the political arena over conflicts of identity
that are more difficult to negotiate. The logic of liberal democracy
suggests that the construction of democratic institutions makes the
individual rather than collectivities the subject of legal protection and
political participation. Democratic theory claims that if ethnic and
religious conflicts do exist, they can be peacefully resolved if the
organizing principles of the political system elevate tolerance and
national unity above ethnic and religious domination and privilege.
Furthermore, it claims that federalism, confederalism, and other
forms of territorial decentralization that devolve political power to
the local level create local and responsive government that will maxi-
mize individual freedom and satisfy the claims of some groups for
autonomy and self-determination.22 In short, the classical liberal ar-
gument claims that the construction of markets and democracy and
the decentralization of political and economic power ensures that
individuals receive equal protection under the law and that eco-
nomic and political competition need no longer be violent.
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Despite widespread acceptance of these claims, however, the
evidence suggests that perceived economic inequities, particularly those
arising from current policies of economic liberalization and the longer-term
effects of globalization, can undermine liberal political practices and lead to
the illiberal politics that characterize ethnic and sectarian conflict.23 In-
deed, the case of Germany shows that a well-established liberal capi-
talist democracy is not immune to ethnic violence and that identity
politics are not always easily dissolved within pluralist polities.

We will show that where communal differences had become
politically relevant in the past, the ethnic or religious card may be
the easiest one to play in the effort to mobilize political support in
the face of the uncertainties of economic decline, in the shift from
welfare to market economies, and in the move from centralized to
decentralized polities. This is particularly evident where both politi-
cal and economic decentralization threaten to break down estab-
lished community and the liberal focus on individual self-reliance
threatens historical bonds and leads to deep insecurities. Secular
economic decline and policies of economic liberalization require the
dismantling of institutions of state resource allocation; weakened
states are unable to provide equal protection for all who live within
their territory.

Finally, the establishment of democracy is not a panacea. Lib-
eral democracies can indeed mute cultural conflict with institutions
of inclusiveness, universal representation, and electoral systems de-
signed to encourage elite compromise. Indeed a robust liberal de-
mocracy may be one of the strongest defenses against cultural
conflict. However, democracies are not all liberal. Illiberal democra-
cies may possess many of the attributes of polyarchy, like free elec-
tions, freedom of speech, freedom of movement, freedom of
association, and freedom of religion. But they pay only lip service to
the rule of law, minority and citizen rights, and independent judicial
review.24 Such systems can actually exacerbate cultural conflict. In
periods of economic uncertainty and political transition, when states
that once provided entitlements pull back or are dismantled, when
illiberal democracies are so constructed that they fail to protect
rights, and when the introduction of markets leads to deep insecu-
rities, the rich symbolic resources of ethnicity and religion offer hope
in their promise of collective power to those populations who feel
powerless under these conditions.

16  Beverly Crawford



THE ARGUMENT

If primordial explanations are flawed, security dilemma meta-
phors limited, and liberalization panaceas utopian, then what ex-
plains variation in conflict and violence? As noted above, our
explanation focuses on political institutions. We follow Douglas
North’s rather broad definition:

Institutions are a set of rules, compliance procedures, and moral
and ethical behavioral norms embedded in those rules and com-
pliance procedures designed to constrain the behavior of indi-
viduals in the interests of maximizing wealth, social order, and
the well-being of a society. Institutions establish the cooperative
and competitive incentives in society by virtue of their norms,
rules, and procedures.25

In short, institutions both constrain behavior and provide incentives
for cooperation and compliance in norms, rules, and procedures for
allocation, participation, representation, and accountability. As such,
institutions embody the social contract between state and society.
We will suggest that the various incentives for cooperation and com-
petion that political institutions establish will hold the key to an
explanation of cultural conflict and cooperation.

I begin with a discussion of how cultural identities are trans-
formed into political identities and how politicized cultural identi-
ties are legitimated or attenuated by state institutions. I suspect that
there will be higher levels of cultural violence in those areas where
culture was historically politicized than in those areas where culture
did not become politically relevant and other social divisions gave
rise to political competition. This is not, however, an argument that
all cultural conflict can be blamed on history. The institutions of the
modern state are crucial in either cementing, creating, or attenuating
cultural or identity politics that were created in historical power
struggles. I then turn to the consequences of institutional transfor-
mation and propose that the odds of violence increase in those coun-
tries where ethnicity and religion were historically most politicized
and where old institutions that perpetuated the political relevance
of cultural identity collapsed.
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Finally, I discuss the causes of those institutional transforma-
tions that can increase or decrease cultural conflict in the current
period: globalization and economic liberalization. To the extent that
economic liberalization and global integration bring economic
growth and to the extent that old institutions remain strong and new
institutions are resilient in creating incentives for cultural conflict in
the face of economic and political pressures that might weaken or
transform them, violence is attenuated and political conflict is con-
strained by the rules of peaceful political competition or the state’s
ability to repress dissent. Violent communal conflict will be more
intense in those areas where ethnicity and religion became politically
relevant in the past and where the institutions of central authority
are now weakened, are under pressure to change, or have simply
reconstituted their constitutive and allocative rules and procedures
under the pressures of economic liberalization and global integra-
tion. The structure of state institutions and their ability to establish
and maintain a legitimate social contract is thus key to the preven-
tion and attenuation of violent ethnic conflict; economic liberaliza-
tion and globalization can threaten to change the terms of the social
contract within these institutions, thus creating political “space” for
the appeals of ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs and their
offers of new social contracts.

TRANSFORMATION AND POLITICAL LEGITIMATION OF CULTURAL IDENTITY

There are many ways to define social interests and identify
divisions among people; not all of them become politically relevant.
In most Latin American countries, for example, institutional trans-
formation that accompanied industrialization resulted in the politi-
cal dominance of divisions between capital and labor over other
social divisions that could potentially be politicized—e.g., ethnic,
religious, or urban-rural splits.26 Why and how do cultural divisions
become more politically relevant than other social divisions?

One of the most important causes of cultural identity transfor-
mation can be found in the historical policies of colonial divide-and-
rule that separated subjugated populations along ethnic and
sectarian lines. The constraints and incentives offered by these poli-
cies created the opportunity for political entrepreneurs among colo-
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nized groups to draw on cultural identities to mobilize resistance to
imperial control, gain access to political power and territory, and
exercise power in the construction of new national institutions when
colonial power collapsed: opportunities for drawing on other iden-
tities or interests were reduced by previous colonial policies. Al-
though they differ substantially in most respects, the millet system
of Ottoman rule and British colonial policies in India discussed be-
low in this volume provide examples.

Not only external colonial domination but internal political
domination and discrimination codified in political institu-
tions—like apartheid in South Africa and the institution of slavery
and Jim Crow laws in the United States—created similar cultural
cleavages and led to similar historical struggles. Indeed with the
founding of the United States came institutional biases in favor of
people of Caucasian stock; the Naturalization Act of 1790 permitted
any white immigrant to become a citizen after two years’ residence.
The political struggles in the United States throughout the nine-
teenth century between the federal government and the states reflect
struggles between those who would politicize cultural identity and
those liberalizing forces who wanted to make other social divisions
politically relevant. That debate politicized race in the United States.

These and similar historical struggles in other regions that
transformed cultural identity into political identity always required
political entrepreneurs, individual leaders, and elites to interpret
discrimination, oppression, and privilege in ways that made cultural
identity politically relevant to their targeted constituencies. Their
interpretations were often shaped by specific institutional incen-
tives. The codification of racial segregation in the infamous Plessy v.
Ferguson decision of 1896 led to systematic discrimination against
blacks in voting, housing, transportation, and education. Black na-
tionalist leaders pointed to that discrimination in their efforts to
mobilize blacks in support for nonassimilation, arguing that system-
atic discrimination had denied them full citizenship rights. In 1954,
however, the institutional basis for segregation was abolished, and
the U.S. Supreme Court ordered integration “with all deliberate
speed.” In the 1960s, however, a new generation of black political
entrepreneurs drew on historical grievances similar to those of their
predecessors’ and used evidence of discrimination to argue not
against assimilation, but rather for the dismantling of discriminatory
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practices that prevented assimilation. Indeed political entrepreneurs
will interpret cultural grievances and shape their particular political
agenda in a number of ways, according to the institutional con-
straints and incentives that face them.

In particular, when arguing for a “state of their own,” political
entrepreneurs have also attempted to mobilize support by instilling
culturally defined groups with a mythical and heroic past, a sense
of mission and messianism, or a belief that the group had intrinsic
and unique rights to territory by virtue of its ethnic or religious
identity. For example, as Ernst Haas has noted, the southern slave-
holding elite in the United States, whose members controlled virtu-
ally all political offices in the South, believed that the white master
race was a divinely sanctioned oligarchy.27

With arguments similar to these, many political entrepreneurs
throughout the world have mobilized culturally defined groups for
political action. Some of these arguments, like the one above, are
ludicrous; other interpretations of discrimination and privilege are
justified. The point here is not the truth of the interpretation, but
rather that the most widely accepted interpretation of discrimination
has almost always depended on the political acumen of the chief
interpreters—the successful political entrepreneurs; in turn, their in-
terpretations are shaped by institutional incentives. And these inter-
pretations are the catalysts, transforming cultural identity into
political identity.

Finally, the institutions of the central state, constructed in the
critical historical period of nation-building, determined whether or
not politicized cultural identity would be cemented in social and
political practice and whether culturally defined groups would seek
autonomy, separatism, or the right to participate with others in the
political arena. Sometimes, as in parts of the former Soviet Union,
these institutions created new cultural divisions that were not pre-
viously in place. At other times, as in postwar federal Yugoslavia,
new institutions reinforced cultural divisions created by the histori-
cal interpretations of successful political entrepreneurs. Always,
however, the institutions of the state set the terms of the social con-
tract. The institutions that embodied the social contract structured
the terms of membership in the political community, the rules of
political participation and accountability, the relationship between a
state’s central government and its various regions, and criteria for
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the production and distribution of material resources.28 In some
cases, the social contract allocated resources according to previously
established cultural criteria; in other cases, it eschewed those criteria
in favor of merit, class, regional or territorial distinctions, or other
criteria.

Where state institutions structure political membership and re-
source distribution according to ascriptive criteria, rewarding and
punishing particular ethnic or religious groups, politicized cultural
divisions become legitimate in the political arena, thus intensifying
their political relevance. This means that the preferential political
institutions themselves can have the effect of intensifying and even
actively creating political groups that legitimate identity-based po-
litical struggles and the allocation of benefits. Preferential policies
can then generate a backlash on the part of those groups excluded
from benefits, intensifying the militancy of the beneficiaries and re-
inforcing the importance of ascription as the principle of choice in
allocating benefits.29 Alternatively politically relevant cultural iden-
tity may be attenuated by state institutions whose rules of allocation,
participation, and membership do not recognize cultural difference
as politically relevant. These rules are considered to be one of the
central hallmarks of the liberal state. Secular states, for example,
weaken the political relevance of religious differences. Universal suf-
frage and citizenship rights weaken the political relevance of race
and gender divisions.

The example of citizenship rights illustrates how membership
rules can attenuate or exaggerate the political relevance of cultural
identity. Citizenship rules can be either inclusive or exclusive. Inclu-
sive citizenship rules make individual civic behavior the criteria for
membership, regardless of the individual’s cultural attributes. Ex-
clusive membership rules, in contrast, restrict membership in the
political community to those people who are of a specified cultural
origin, speak a specific language or practice a certain religion. Inclu-
sive citizenship criteria weaken the political relevance of cultural
difference; exclusive membership criteria strengthen it.

Membership in the political community, however, is not the
only determinant or “cementer” of the content of political identity.
Countries with inclusive citizenship laws need supportive institu-
tions of participation and allocation to ensure that cultural identity
will not become politically relevant or that its relevance will be
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weakened. They need a police force to protect some cultural groups
against others who would perpetrate hate crimes. They need a po-
litical system that represents the interests of all citizens. They need
a system of justice that bolsters equal citizenship rights. And they
need allocative institutions to address problems of discrimination
and to ensure that equality of citizens is a fact and not simply an
empty right. Without a set of supportive institutions, formal laws
granting inclusive membership in the political community cannot
prevent the politicization of cultural identity by those who practice
racist and discriminatory acts. As the British case described here will
show, it is not specific or isolated institutions, but rather critical
institutional “clusters” that determine whether or not cultural iden-
tity will be relevant in the political arena and how identity politics
is practiced.

Countries whose institutions make cultural identity politically
relevant also need supportive institutions to cement that culturally
defined political identity and structure rules in which political com-
petition among cultural groups is considered fair by all competitors
if they wish to maintain social stability. Systems of proportional rep-
resentation, for example, are often made more legitimate by rules for
executive power-sharing. In Malaysia political parties are ethnically
based with a moderate Islamic catch-all party for the Malays, ensur-
ing representation for all cultural groups. The New Economic Policy
(NEP) provides a system of resource allocation that privileges Ma-
lays who have experienced economic discrimination. The allocative
system is intended to bring fairness to the system of distribution and
thus bolster the legitimacy of the system of political representation.

Only through a set of linked supportive institutions can par-
ticular political identities be cemented and social practices consistent
with institutional rules result. When institutions send conflicting
signals about the character of political identity, their legitimacy de-
creases, and with decreased legitimacy, they can no longer effectively
shape the political identity of those in their jurisdiction. This last
point requires elaboration.

The Importance of Institutional Legitimacy and Strength. When po-
litical institutions make ascription—that is, cultural distinctions— a
criterion for membership, participation, and allocation, identity poli-
tics is played out in the political arena. When the institutions of
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central authority are strong and perceived as legitimate, and when
resource allocation is considered fair, political conflicts are less likely
to become violent. Indeed perceptions of fair resource allocation are
a key pillar of institutional legitimacy. Strong and legitimate institu-
tions provide broadly accepted channels of political competition
within which political actors operate in normal times. They allow
central authorities to make credible commitments to distribute bene-
fits and structure bargaining among various groups in ways that will
be perceived as mutually advantageous. Institutional legitimacy en-
hances institutional capacity, thus reducing the threat of communal
conflict by increasing the benefits of peaceful dispute resolution and
reducing the benefits of violence. Although these institutions may
privilege some groups over others, they can counter the threat of
backlash with offers of side payments and compensation to those
who see themselves as harmed by the preferential practices.

It would be wrong to assert that perfect social harmony is the
result. These institutions often foster resentment because of these
practices of privilege and compensation, but where they are consid-
ered essentially legitimate, their behavioral rules are echoed in other
organizations and in the society at large. Thus these institutions can
create “sticky” norms that shape social practice even in periods of
institutional disruption. These norms, reflected in dominant public
attitudes, act as a firebreak against ethnic and sectarian violence in
that they provide the basis for a legitimate contract between state
and society that ensures a degree of domestic order. In Germany, for
example, a relatively strong set of institutions protecting individual
rights weakened the discriminatory power of exclusive citizenship
laws and created a large constituency that opposed discrimination
and violence against immigrants. But the German case also suggests
that social norms are ultimately dependent on institutional rules and
procedures. Cultural violence in Germany was attenuated when
those institutions were strong and violence was at its height when
those institutions were weakened.

The opposite is true when state institutions are considered un-
fair, illegitimate, and oppressive. Often privilege is granted to one
group, and others are excluded from the privileged resource alloca-
tion. Resentment is likely to build but will be repressed as long as
the state is strong enough to exert coercive power to maintain social
order. As we shall see in the pages that follow, for example, both
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Punjabi Sikhs and Georgian peasants in Abkhazia were excluded
from privileged resource allocation. Thus both sought to secede from
the governing state that they perceived as oppressive. As long as that
state remained strong enough to repress dissent and as long as these
two groups continued to be deprived of resources for mobilization,
their grievances festered, but they did not resort to violence until the
institutions of the central state weakened.

Our first set of propositions, then, is the following:

· The political relevance of cultural cleavages will be sustained
and in some cases even created if they are legitimized by the
dominant institutions of state and economy.

· Conversely, the political relevance of cultural identity can be
weakened if it is not legitimated by those institutions.

· To the extent that those institutions are strong and legitimate,
they can attenuate that political relevance or channel it in the
direction of nonviolent political competition.

· To the extent that the institutions are strong enough to coerce
but illegitimate in the eyes of the groups excluded from prefer-
ential access to resources, resentments build but will be re-
pressed and violence will be attenuated.

· To the extent that institutions charged with maintaining order
are weak, and to the extent that previous institutions encour-
aged identity politics and separatist solutions to redress griev-
ances of particular cultural groups, the odds of violence
increase.

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE, POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS, BANDWAGONING,
AND ETHNIC ALLIANCES

In those societies whose institutions are under pressure and
weakened and whose institutional legacy perpetuated and either
formally or informally politicized ethnic or sectarian cleavages, po-
litical entrepreneurs emerge who have both the incentive and the
opportunity to exploit cultural cleavages and perceived inequities in
an effort to mobilize popular support. In part, institutional legacies
determine whether populations will respond to these mobilization
efforts. If political institutions encourage identity politics and if pro-
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hibitions against the practice of extreme identity politics are weak,
bandwagoning effects are likely to take hold. This means that when
one individual sees others responding to an ethnic entrepreneur or
engaing in ethnic protest, the costs of joining decrease; as the costs
of joining are reduced, others are encouraged to join; indeed the costs
of not joining might go up. Bandwagoning effects can escalate ethnic
conflict to violence; the odds of violence increase when ethnic alli-
ances are formed across borders.

When weakened states and resources are scarce, political entre-
preneurs—whether in government or in opposition—have little to
offer in exchange for support. Limited resources increase their incen-
tive to distribute particular benefits to important supporters rather
than to espouse general welfare policies whose benefits to individu-
als are diffuse. Under conditions of resource scarcity and institu-
tional uncertainty and weakness, in societies where an entrenched
tradition of cultural privilege and discrimination prevailed, politi-
cians are tempted to privilege—or promise to privilege—the mem-
bers of one ethnic or religious community over others. This is
because their cheif constituency may be a particular cultural group
and because cultural patronage networks—as allocative mecha-
nisms—require few transaction costs. In Yugoslavia, for example, the
weaker the central government became, the more allocative author-
ity fell into the hands of regional party elites. The deepening eco-
nomic crisis and the collapse of the social welfare system made their
role and their patronage networks increasingly important because
their aid became indispensable in keeping both enterprises and in-
dividuals afloat; they made significant allocative decisions in the
economy, as well as political and administrative appointments based
on ethnic and cultural bonds created in their local communities.

With regard to the institutions of representation in new or frag-
ile democracies where resources are scarce and the legacies of ethnic
machines still linger, the requirement for electoral support may pro-
vide more of an incentive for political entrepreneurs to make extrem-
ist appeals that promise more benefits to the targeted ethnic group
than for them to make moderate appeals to a wider population.30 In
explaining why he formed a nationalist Muslim political party in
Bosnia, the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), Alija IzetbogoviŒ il-
lustrated this logic: “Perhaps in four or five years we shall have
passed through the minefield to the horizon of civil society. For now,
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unfortunately, our party must be sectional. . . . The parties that try to
represent everyone are small and weak.”31 Before the elections of
1996, the SDA, following this logic, escalated its rhetoric of identity
politics and actively and brutally oppressed the nonsectarian oppo-
sition.

If the targeted ethnic group is in the majority, the temptation to
make ethnic appeals for electoral support is high if opponents are
making appeals on alternative bases, especially when past institu-
tional legacies provide the political entrepreneur with an “ethnic
machine” that can deliver voter support in exchange for a credible
promise of resources. Even if the targeted ethnic group is in the
minority, the temptation exists to play the ethnic card by demanding
ethnic autonomy. That temptation is heightened when the ethnic
entrepreneur stands to gain autonomous power over a specific ter-
ritory.32

Nonetheless, even if political entrepreneurs practice identity
politics in electoral campaigns and make appeals based on exclusive
promises to specific cultural groups, there is no guarantee that those
appeals will result in an enthusiastic response from the targeted
population; indeed the efforts of ethnic entrepreneurs do not auto-
matically result in successful political mobilization. We can expect
that populations jolted out of previous roles and identities by insti-
tutional reform and collapse and soured by perceived inequities may
be particularly open to political appeals that emphasize cultural op-
pression, discrimination, and privilege. But in the recent elections in
post-apartheid South Africa, for example—a country undergoing a
dramatic institutional and social upheaval—nationalist, separatist
leaders in both majority and minority populations were unable to
gain a significant political foothold. This was the result despite dec-
ades of apartheid and what some might call ancient hatreds. The
ethnic appeals of Muslim Bulgarian political entrepreneurs also fell
on deaf ears after the fall of communism there, despite institutional
collapse. But ethnic appeals in the republics of Serbia, Croatia, and
Bosnia after 1989, nativist appeals of German political entrepreneurs
in the 1980s, “skinhead” rhetoric there shortly after German unifica-
tion, and the separatist appeals of Abkhazian and Sikh radicals reso-
nated with significant elements of the populations in these regions.
Why?
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As noted, a critical part of the explanation has to do with insti-
tutional legacies and current institutional practices—the extent to
which identity politics was and continues to be cememted in political
institutions and the extent to which the population expects that iden-
tity politics will dominate current political competition. The odds are
higher that ethnic or sectarian political entrepreneurs fomenting cul-
tural conflict will succeed in their mobilization efforts in those places
where institutional legacies created the expectation that identity poli-
tics would dominate the political game, even if old institutions sup-
porting that political logic weakened and collapsed. Note the
“success” of Vladislav Ardzinba of Abkhazia, Slobodan MiloševiŒ of
Serbia, and Franjo Tudjman of Croatia. When new institutions are able
to even partially erase those legacies, their chances of success dimin-
ish. The South African case provides a good example.

Conversely, the odds are higher that political entrepreneurs
who wish to mitigate cultural conflict and mobilize populations
around ideological appeals or regional (as opposed to cultural)
autonomy will be more successful when the institutional legacy sup-
ports their efforts—that is, when the institutional carriers of identity
politics have not been strong and when new institutions do not en-
courage divisive identity politics. Kiro Gligorov’s relative success in
Macadonia and Aslan Abashidze’s success in Ajaria illustrate the
point. And where the institutional carriers of identity politics have
been weak, political entrepreneurs fomenting cultural conflict have
been less than successful. Note the relative lack of success of the
VMRO in Macadonia, the radical Muslim party in Malaysia, and
Kamen Burov in Bulgaria. In short, the resources available for the reali-
zation of the goals of political entrepreneurs vary according to the institu-
tional legacies and degree of institutional strength in their country or
region, and those resources will be good predictors of their success.

In Britain, for example, where liberal institutions are relatively
strong, the resources available to nativist political entrepreneurs
who would foment violence against immigrants are scarce. In Ger-
many, where institutions are predominantly liberal but citizenship
is defined in ethnocultural terms and the political party system was
undergoing change and experiencing gridlock, ethnic entrepreneurs
had a wider range of available resources for political mobilization
using ethnic appeals against immigrant populations. At the other
extreme, in Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia, where Titoist institutions
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had deeply politicized ethnic and religious cleavages and where old
institutions quickly disintegrated, political entrepreneurs practicing
identity politics had a vast array of resources to exchange for support
before institutional transformation could begin.

Indeed success and failure in political mobilization efforts
based on the rhetoric of identity politics is highly correlated with
institutional legacies. But what is the process or mechanism by which
successful mobilization occurs? Strategic interaction theories explain
how support for an ethnic entrepreneur can spread beyond the sup-
port of those who receive direct and tangible benefits in exchange.33

They suggest that bandwagon effects influence each individual’s
choice to engage in identity politics. Both subsequent reduced costs
of joining and increased social pressure to join exacerbate band-
wagon effects. When one ethnic group jumps on the ethnic band-
wagon, other groups are motivated to take countermeasures and
jump on bandwagons of their own in order to balance against the first
group’s strength. Thus the importance of timing to the odds of esca-
lating cultural conflict. The initial success of one ethnic entrepreneur
lowers the costs and raises the incentives for other politicians from
other ethnic groups to pursue exclusive ethnic or religious national-
ist strategies. That is, when one ethnic bandwagon is filled, those
who are excluded because they belong to a different ethnic group
feel threatened, and they respond by creating bandwagons of their
own. As bandwagons from opposing groups fill, holdouts feel in-
creased pressure to build and jump on their own bandwagons lest
they be left standing alone. Timur Kuran explains bandwagoning
and balancing this way:

When members of one ethnic group start engaging in more ethnic
activity, attention is drawn to society’s ethnic divisions. Members
of other groups are thus reminded of their outsider status vis-à-
vis the group that initiated the process. Motivated to ensure that
some group accepts them, they feel pressured to make more pub-
lic displays of their identity.34

But how do identity politics escalate and become violent? Just
because ethnic entrepreneurs may practice identity politics and just
because they can mobilize support for that practice does not auto-
matically mean that violence will be the result. Kuran argues that to
get the ethnic bandwagon rolling, political entrepreneurs must in-
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itially arouse emotions and evoke images through vivid public acts.
Particularly effective are acts of violence or civil disobedience. These
acts are sometimes small and sporadic, but they can create the initial
social pressure required to join the ethnic bandwagon. Extremists are
the ones likely to engage in these initial acts; they climb on the band-
wagon first to set it in motion, while moderates join later on and thus
move toward extremist positions, particularly when constraints on
extremism are weak. The bandwagon can also start to roll when
violence is initiated against a particular group by the state. In this
case, moderates are likely to be rapidly discredited and the value of
extremism is heightened. The Indian army’s storming of the Sikhs’
Golden Temple provides a good example.

This escalation to violence when institutions weaken or col-
lapse is not unique to the practice of identity politics. Class conflict
and ideological cleavages escalate to violence in a similar way. The
difference is this: the odds that bandwagoning effects under the in-
stitutional conditions described here will escalate to violence are
higher because resource claims based on exclusive cultural criteria
are incompatible. Compromise is always difficult when extremists
dominate the political arena; it is more diffucult because cultural
identity is fixed and non-negotiable; exclusive claims on resources
for distinct cultural groups mobilized by myths of superiority and
intrinsic rights are particularly difficult to compromise.

We will witness this process in many of the stories told here. In
the Yugoslav case, the escalation of ethnic nationalism that led to the
1970–71 crisis in Croatia began with banal incidents that were dis-
counted and therefore tolerated, encouraging escalation.35 The cen-
tral state, then still strong enough to do so, was able to quell the
violence. The 1981 Albanian riots in Kosovo began in a similar fash-
ion, but the central state was weaker and violence began to spread.
Shortly before the war broke out, mass demonstrations to protest
Albanian discrimination against Serbs in Kosovo began with small
groups of protesters but expanded to crowds numbering as many as
one million. In Croatia, Croat gangs, often aided by the police, fire-
bombed Serb homes, smashed storefronts, and arrested Serb leaders,
fueling Croat nationalist sentiments and thus strengthening the po-
litical appeals of Croat ethnic entrepreneurs. In the German case, the
process of escalation to large-scale violence was precipitated by the
attack of eight young skinheads on Vietnamese street merchants in
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Hoyerswerda. That initial act of violence was conveyed by electronic
media, triggering similar incidents which spread not only through-
out the east, but to the west as well. Once Hoyerswerda demon-
strated the “success” of such action—that is, the action was not
penalized by either state authority or public opinion—potential ag-
gressors elsewhere risked little but expected to gain prestige among
their peers by engaging in similar acts.

As the examples above suggest, political institutions can en-
courage or inhibit these bandwagoning effects. In Abkhazia, for ex-
ample, institutions encouraged bandwagoning effects. Institutions
providing preferential policies for the Abkhazian population
spurred demands from the Georgian population to provide prefer-
ential policies for Georgians. In response, Abkhazian elites escalated
their demands for more preferential policies. Georgians resisted; eth-
nic tensions heightened. The Yugoslav case tells a similar story.

Conversely, institutions can squelch the temptation to band-
wagon.36 In post-Wall Germany ethnic bandwagoning escalated to
violence when an institutional vacuum opened in the east; it halted
when liberal institutions regained strength. Indeed the lesson of the
German case is that it was the absence of institutions to prevent ethnic
bandwagoning that permitted the violent escalation of ethnic ten-
sions and the reinstatement of institutional constraints that
squelched the bandwagoning effect. But in a more subtle sense,
when institutions are too weak to meet the political demands of
culturally defined groups, when they can no longer make conces-
sions to those groups and adjudicate disputes, the benefits of non-
violent political action are reduced. When all nonviolent means are
exhausted, these groups may feel that they have nothing to lose
through violent acts. Indeed, as we shall see, this was the case in both
Punjab and Kashmir.

Finally, bandwagoning accounts draw our attention to the im-
portance of ethnic alliances, which raise the odds of the escalation
of identity politics to cultural conflict. As the bandwagons begin to
roll faster, costs of participation are further lowered if ethnic alli-
ances form across borders, bringing material and symbolic resources
to new ethnic movements and parties from the more established
ones. These resources affect the available incentive structure of po-
litical elites and push them to jump on the ethnic bandwagon.37 In
Bosnia “sister” Serb and Croat nationalist parties had preponderant
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resources, crowding out non-nationalist alternatives. Abkhazian
separatists called on former KGB members, elements of the Soviet
army, and the Confederation of the Mountain Peoples of the Cau-
casus for material support in their war of succession. Radical Islamic
groups formed transnational coalitions to facilitate acts of violence
across state borders. As both the Abkhazian and the Bulgarian cases
demonstrate, Western human rights organizations and aid agencies
have unwittingly abetted the agendas of ethnic and religious entre-
preneurs in post-Communist regions and helped to swell the ranks
of their supporters by providing or promising to provide material or
symbolic support to targeted cultural groups. In those cases where
powerful transnational patrons have encouraged a violent grasp for
power on the part of their clients, in transforming societies with
weakened state institutions, the odds of violence increase.

Our second set of propositions is thus the following:

· When state institutions that sustain the social contract or repress
excluded groups are weakened and placed under pressure by
internal or external forces in societies where cultural identity
had become politically relevant, ethnic and sectarian violence
can erupt.

· The eruptions will be more intense in states where political
identity was most politicized and where institutions were most
severely weakened. In those states, political entrepreneurs will
be able to more easily mobilize support based on ethnic or sec-
tarian appeals.

· The odds of violence increase when institutions either encour-
age bandwagoning effects or are too weak to stop them.

· The odds of violence increase when cultural alliances are
formed across borders and the alliance partner encourages vio-
lence.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Economic factors operate in four ways to raise the odds that
communal conflict will escalate to violence. First, economic discrimina-
tion and privilege on the basis of ascriptive criteria cause cultural identity
to become politically relevant and intensify cultural identities that have
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already become politically charged. Economic discrimination and privi-
lege can thus politicize cultural identity, even if the rules of political
institutions encourage the political relevance of other social divisions.
In many regions where cultural conflict has erupted, an ethnic or
sectarian “division of labor” historically provided for the preferential
allocation of resources to particular cultural groups. Over time, pref-
erential systems of resource allocation created both collective resent-
ments and claims on resources based on past entitlements and
perceptions of an inherent right to those resources. These resentments
and resource claims were woven into the fabric of the collective
political identity of particular cultural groups. In Abkhazia, for exam-
ple, the Abkhazes controlled the most lucrative crops, and their control
over local administration gave them an edge in their economic com-
petition with Georgian peasants. Georgian collective farms experi-
enced tighter central control and fewer subsidies than Abkhazian
farms. In India the Green Revolution made Punjab the breadbasket of
the country, and thus the central government starved Sikhs in the
region of industrial development, leading them to believe that they
were being exploited for food supplies without adequate compensa-
tion. The resentments of both Georgian peasants in Abkhazia and
Sikhs in Punjab provided them with strong incentives to free them-
selves from the oppressive yoke of central governments practicing
economic discrimination. Georgians wanted Abkhazia to become part
of Georgia, and Sikhs pushed for Punjab’s independence.

Second, economic factors can weaken the political institutions that
uphold the social contracts that provide social stability. Economic factors
can also weaken the institutions which repressed those cultural groups with
political grievances. There are, of course, many reasons for institu-
tional weakness and transformation—internal corruption, bureau-
cratic rigidity, rent-seeking behavior on the part of government
elites, a failure to deliver on democratic promises, or simply consti-
tutional changes, to name just a few. Even weakened institutions,
however, can maintain a credible commitment to uphold the social
contract if they have adequate material resources to exchange for
social support or to repress dissent. When the resources of institu-
tions that provided accepted distributive channels are diminished,
however, those institutions withdraw from their distributive role in
society. When they withdraw by dismantling their social welfare
systems and privatizing state enterprises, those who are disadvan-
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taged by that withdrawal often blame the state for their hardships.
These populations become increasingly cynical about their political
membership in those states; a gradual loss in government legitimacy
is the result.38 Further, states that use discrimination and repression
to maintain social order need resources to reinforce coercive policies
targeted against specific cultural groups. When those resources are
diminished, coercion can fail, and political entrepreneurs are likely
to seize the opportunity to capture the state or secede from it. We
must therefore look to the factors that diminish those resources if we
are to understand the conditions under which institutional transfor-
mation raises the odds of cultural violence.

Our cases point to long-term globalization trends and short-
term policy responses to those trends—i.e., forces that reduce the
state’s role in the economy and reduce its sovereignty over political
membership—as the key domestic causes of broken social contracts
and failed coercive policies. Global immigration patterns undermine
the contract for political membership. National economic growth
and decline and the level of external debt affect the level of resources
that the state can allocate, and short-term policies of economic liber-
alization yield up the state’s distributive powers to the market. In-
deed when states make the decision to allow the market to pick
economic winners and losers, they can break the social contract that
once permitted them to soften some of the disadvantages suffered
by particular cultural groups. The state’s ability to soften such dis-
advantages permitted the integration of those groups into the politi-
cal community. All of these forces of globalization and liberalization
thus have an important impact on the state’s ability to support insti-
tutions that provide social order or repress dissent.

Similarly, policies of economic decentralization can break the
social contract that once permitted central governments to transfer
resources to minority ethnic or religious groups who would lose
those resources if local majority authorities gained control. Policies
of decentralization can also break the cycle of economic discrimina-
tion against distinct regional cultural groups. These policies
heighten the motivation of political entrepreneurs to confront the
center and strengthen their hand with populations in their regions
with their promises of autonomy. Policies of decentralization also
break the chain of central control over repressive institutions, creat-
ing new opportunities for political opposition. When opposition po-
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litical entrepreneurs have tangible resources to provide, they are
likely to gain support.

Globalization and liberalization can trigger conflict only when
economic hardships result and when those hardships fall dispropor-
tionately on distinct cultural groups. Indeed in some important cases,
economic liberalization has mitigated cultural conflict. For example,
as Malaysian prosperity expands the economic pie, increasing re-
sources are available for all cultural groups. Because the allocative
institutions that support the social contract distribute these resources
in ways widely perceived as fair, this prosperity solidifies the legiti-
macy of the social contract and denies sectarian political entrepreneurs
the grievances that could become the fuel for political mobilization.
In Punjab, where central state restrictions have been lifted, market-
stimulated growth may indeed benefit disgruntled Sikh farmers, who
were excluded from a system of ascriptive resource allocation. But a
note of caution is in order: it is only when states “win” in market
competition and when previously disadvantaged groups benefit that
economic transformation can mute cultural conflicts.

Third, economic factors not only affect the strength of institutions at
the top within society, but they also directly create conditions at the bottom
that make social groups receptive to the appeals of political entrepreneurs.39

Economic hardship provides a concrete justification for political
grievances that can be transformed into a resource for political mo-
bilization.

Economic crisis and change always cause social disruption and
radical dislocation of communities. When secular economic trends
lead to low growth, debt crises, rising unemployment, and rising rates
of immigration, and when the resulting hardships and benefits are
disproportionately allocated among various cultural groups, existing
political cleavages based on cultural difference are exacerbated and
new ones are created. In Bulgaria, for example, the introduction of
markets and the restitution of land created disproportionate unem-
ployment among the Muslim population. In England, as industry
declined in the early 1980s, the resulting unemployment was dispro-
portionately allocated to minority populations. As Elaine Thomas
describes here, in 1984, 95 percent of Handsworth’s black school
leavers and 84 percent of their Asian counterparts remained jobless.
It was in this area that a major riot broke out.
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Economic hardships that lead cultural groups to distrust the
state can make these groups available for reassignment to new po-
litical identities. The losers in economic transformation will attempt
to use their political resources and position to resist changes that
disadvantage them. Economic difficulties that fall disproportion-
ately on culturally defined social groups thus create the demand for
the goods that political entrepreneurs promise to deliver, particu-
larly when those same factors that fuel cultural grievances also re-
duce government resources to uphold the social contract.

State withdrawal from its allocative role, the introduction of
markets, and disproportionate economic hardships are grist for the
mill of eager political entrepreneurs. This is exemplified in the case
of Bulgaria. There the former Communist regime provided the Turk-
ish minority with economic security. Ethnic Turks were concentrated
in the tobacco industry; the state purchased tobacco, ensuring full
lifetime employment. With the fall of communism, however, the in-
efficient and uncompetitive tobacco industry was privatized, and its
failure in global markets left the majority of Turks unemployed and
destitute. Now Turkish political entrepreneurs in Bulgaria label un-
employment “ethnic genocide” in their effort to mobilize the Turkish
population against the liberalizing policies of the new regime.

Finally, the political entrepreneurs who are able to offer tangible re-
sources to disadvantaged populations are those most likely to gain support.
For example, privatization deprives trade union leaders of the re-
sources needed to mobilize support around class identities; local
officials, however, who have a cache of resources or foreign support
from a diaspora ethnic or religious community will be able to mobi-
lize support around an ethnic or religious identity. If would-be eth-
nic or sectarian nationalists have no tangible resources to offer, they
may be able to initiate random terrorist acts, but they will be unlikely
to gain the necessary support to play a role in the political arena,
capture the state, or secede from it.

The level of material resources available to competing political
entrepreneurs is dependent upon two conditions: 1) the degree to
which cultural criteria were historically used to allocate these re-
sources; political systems in which resources were once allocated
according to ethnic and sectarian criteria provide some modern eth-
nic and sectarian political entrepreneurs with a stash of material
resources available for political mobilization, and 2) the level of re-
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sources provided by international alliances. In the Bulgarian case
cited above, Turkish political entrepreneurs had few tangible re-
sources to offer in exchange for support. Because cultural identity in
Bulgaria was not politically charged and because the Turkish
party—the MRF—was legally prohibited from constituting itself as
an ethnic party, its influence with the Turkish population was mini-
mized. Although the MRF plays an important political role in Bul-
garia, it has not been able to mobilize enough support in order to
introduce the logic of identity politics into the political arena.

In regions where ethnic and sectarian entrepreneurs had more
tangible resources to offer, they were able to gain increasing political
power. Particularly where fiscal crises were deep, space was opened
for politically relevant cultural groups to usurp the state’s previous
allocative functions and deliver alternative economic benefits to tar-
geted cultural groups. By providing an alternative channel for eco-
nomic resources, these groups either provide the first impetus for
the politicization of cultural identity or they further mobilize politi-
cal support against state institutions and intensify the political rele-
vance of cultural identity. By becoming an alternative distributor of
material goods in Egypt, for example, the moderate Muslim Broth-
erhood has been able to deepen and sometimes create the political
relevance of Muslim identity. Indeed the Muslim Brotherhood and
the FIS (Islamic Salvation Front) in Algeria have far more support
that can be translated into political power than Gamma or Islamic
Jihad, which can offer only an alternative identity but few tangible
resources. These groups obtained tangible resources from transi-
tional Islamic groups. In the former Soviet Union regional officials
with access to material goods have been able to prevail over political
competitors who can offer only symbolic resources. Because they
were well positioned to convert the local state apparatus into a
mechanism for the distribution of patronage, they have been able to
create new political identities—often ethnic or sectarian—among
their clients.

Where the fiscal crisis is deep, where cultural identities have
been politicized but where political entrepreneurs have few tangible
resources to offer, they may be able to organize for only sporadic
violence against the regime in power or against groups who alleg-
edly caused the economic hardship (often minority immigrant popu-
lations). In East Germany after 1990, for example, the increasing
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presence of immigrants provided a focus for dissatisfactions and
resentments, as the native population saw public expenditures going
to “foreigners” while they were faced with rising unemployment
and housing shortages. Sporadic violence against foreigners was the
result. When economic crisis was attenuated and political institu-
tions were restored, violence receded.

In short, when economic decline, rising immigration, liberali-
zation policies, and decentralization reduce central state resources
required to uphold the social contract, that contract can break. If the
costs of broken social contracts fall disproportionately on culturally
defined groups, the door opens to political entrepreneurs bent on
mobilizing populations along ethnic and sectarian lines. Cuts in re-
sources to culturally defined populations ensure that their appeals
will not fall on deaf ears. But only those political entrepreneurs who
have tangible resources to offer in exchange for support are likely to
succeed in meeting their goals.

Our third set of propositions is the following:

· Economic discrimination and privilege on the basis of ascriptive
criteria cause cultural identity to become politically relevant.

· Economic globalization and domestic economic policy re-
sponses can weaken the political institutions that upheld the
social contract that provided social stability or the institutions
that repressed dissent. Broken social contracts and weakened
repressive institutions open political space for ethnic and sec-
tarian entrepreneurs to mobilize support for their efforts to cap-
ture the state or secede from it.

· Economic hardships that fall directly and disproportionately on
culturally defined social groups create the demand for the
goods that ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs promise
to deliver.

· The political entrepreneurs who are able to offer tangible re-
sources to disadvantaged populations are most likely to gain
support. The resources available to them are directly related to
legacies of institutional resource allocation—whether cultural
criteria were used as allocative principles or not—and to the
level of resources available from international alliances.
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· The extent of institutional disruption brought on by economic
transformation and disproportionate economic deprivation,
combined with the extent to which cultural distinctions were
previously politicized and the level of resources available to
political entrepreneurs who promote violence, will largely de-
termine whether identity politics escalates to communal vio-
lence and will largely determine the intensity of that violence.

CONCLUSION

In sum, the central argument of this volume can be distilled as
follows: Cultural identities can be transformed into political identities
when cultural groups are targeted for privilege or discrimination and
when economic factors, no matter how “impersonal,” lead to dispro-
portionate hardships among culturally defined populations. The in-
stitutions of the central state can either legitimate the political
relevance of cultural identity and channel cultural conflict in ways
that achieve social harmony, or they can mute the political relevance
of cultural identity and construct channels of allocation without re-
gard to cultural differences. Economic strength contributes to the
institutional strength that mutes the political identity of culturally
defined groups or channels identity politics to peaceful conflict reso-
lution. When these institutions are weakened, political entrepreneurs
in divided societies can mobilize support around cultural identities
where they had been previously legitimized, or they can act to trans-
form cultural into political identity by pointing to disproportionate
hardships where politicized cultural identities did not previously
exist. Economic factors can thus impact both identity transformation
and institutional strength. If institutional legacies encourage identity
politics, if economic grievances are defined in cultural terms, if politi-
cal entrepreneurs are initially successful in their cultural appeals for
political support, bandwagoning effects and ethnic alliances increase
the odds that identity politics will escalate to violence.

The chapters in this introductory section elaborate on the cen-
tral concepts inroduced here, and the case studies follow. In the
concluding section, I draw upon the wealth of material in the stories
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told in those case studies in order to defend each step of the argu-
ment.
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SEEKING A STATE OF ONE’S OWN: AN ANALYTICAL
FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING ETHNIC

AND SECTARIAN CONFLICTS

Ronnie D. Lipschutz

What are the causes of ethnic and sectarian conflict? In this
paper, I offer an analytical framework that rests on two central
propositions. First, what has come to be called ethnic and sectarian
conflict is, no more and no less, about the struggle for state power.
As such, the methods utilized by participants in ethnic and sectarian
movements do not differ a great deal from those of others, in differ-
ent places and times, who have also been engaged in similar strug-
gles. Second, the causes of these conflicts are not to be ascribed solely
to the domestic configurations within the countries where they oc-
cur; what happens “when ethnicities collide” is also the result of
global processes and forces impinging on those domestic configura-
tions. As we shall see, these two propositions grow out of the his-
torical nature and logics of the state and the state system, both of
which are undergoing significant transformations initiated during
the cold war.

In offering this framework, I depart from much of the main-
stream scholarship on the origins of so-called ethnic conflict, which
is apt to see it in either purely historical or cognitive terms. History,
of course, plays a central role in this framework, as does cognition,
but so do forms of “rational choice.” History provides part of the
structure within which active agents make choices about these tactics
and strategies that will enable them to accumulate power, status, and
wealth; ethnicity and religion then become two of the cognitive
frameworks for mobilizing people behind specific projects that
promise gains in power, status, and wealth.

The chapter consists of two sections. In the first, I discuss the
general conditions that have led to what many consider as the
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greatly increased visibility of “ethnic” conflict since 1990.1 I also
suggest that religious or “sectarian” conflict, while often relegated
to the same category, is not quite the same phenomenon. In the sec-
ond section, I provide a brief overview of the most widely accepted
explanations for ethnic and sectarian conflict and suggest that they
are, each taken individually, incomplete. I offer a more nuanced
framework for explaining the emergence of ethnic conflict, with par-
ticular reference to the relationship between agents and structures. I
refer to some of the arguments made in subsequent chapters by other
contributors to this volume as a means of illuminating this frame-
work.

THE ECONOMIC ORIGINS OF NATIONAL FRAGMENTATION

The reasons for recourse to ethnicity and religion as the sparks
of so many intrastate conflicts grow out of one peculiar consequence
of the end of the cold war and the processes of globalization and
liberalization that the United States, intentionally or not, engendered
in its prosecution.2 These have, somewhat paradoxically, led to a
situation in which states and national economies are prone to frag-
mentation, rather than the more generally expected integration.

The dual processes of the globalization of “embedded liberal-
ism” and global liberalization had their beginnings in the Bretton
Woods system.3 The founders of that system sought, within limits,
to extend certain features of the U.S. domestic economy throughout
the world as a way of ensuring that the conditions of the interwar
period would not reemerge and trigger yet another world war.4 The
system worked, and from the perspective of American capital it
worked as it was designed to do, which was to make the global
economy look the same anywhere in the world as it did from any
vantage point within the fifty American states.5

To clarify this point, we need to go back to World War II, when
John Maynard Keynes, Harry Dexter White, and others were laying
plans for the postwar economic system that would, this time, ensure
the peace. The Bretton Woods system was to be based on an expan-
sive form of liberalism: the gradual lowering of tariff barriers to
trade, on the convertibility of major currencies, on the free flow of
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capital (but not labor), an international division of labor based on
comparative advantage. Free trade would mean that, as Cordell Hull
once put it, goods, and not soldiers, would cross borders. From the
perspective of the United States and the United Kingdom, this sys-
tem would also result in what Gallagher and Robinson called “the
imperialism of free trade.”6 Moreover, those countries that controlled
currency, capital, and technology would be in a more or less perma-
nently advantaged position vis-à-vis others.

Although Keynes and White did not think in terms of core and
periphery, such a logic was already in place.7 The winners would
produce the manufactured goods and retain a permanent technologi-
cal edge; some countries would occupy an intermediate position in
the division of labor; and yet others would be the “hewers of wood
and carriers of water,” supplying raw materials to the factories of
the core and buying the goods manufactured there. Such an arrange-
ment would also maximize economic efficiency and profits, gener-
ating low-cost goods for consumption in the core countries and
increasing purchasing power without the need for redistribution.
There was, of course, a flaw in this logic that seems not to have been
noticed at the time and which has only become really obvious over
the past twenty years—although it was flagged by Alexander Ger-
schenkron in the early 1960s and others before him.8 Given the nature
of scientific and technical knowledge, any single technological ad-
vantage is very evanescent.9 This is especially true when foreign
direct investment is encouraged and when capital and technology
are allowed to flow more or less freely across borders.10

Early on during the cold war, it was believed that the nonindus-
trialized world, and some of the industrialized countries, as well,
harbored large masses of poor, dissatisfied rural residents and pea-
sants who might prove fertile ground for communism. As Eisen-
hower put it in his memoirs in 1948,

Wherever popular discontent is found or group oppression or
mass poverty or the hunger of children, there Communism may
stage an offensive that arms cannot counter. Discontent can be
fanned into revolution, and revolution into social chaos.11

The key to dealing with this potential threat was economic devel-
opment; the theories of Rostow, Huntington, and others were rooted
in a concern about the potential attractiveness of radical revolutions
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in strategically critical countries.12 Ultimately, it was exactly this
concern that led to the reconstruction not only of Western Europe,
but also Germany and Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and others. While ef-
forts were made throughout the cold war to restrict the flow of
“strategic” goods and commodities to the Soviet bloc through CO-
COM, these rules were much less rigorously applied to American
allies, who were able to develop their technological base at a very
rapid rate.13 As these places got back on their feet, they also became
more technologically advanced, in terms of not only foreign invest-
ment, but also human capital, so to speak.

At first, our allies produced goods that were too crude or cheap
to be worthwhile manufacturing in the core any longer—there was
once a time when the label “Made in Japan” was an indication of low
product quality (as “Made in China” sometimes is today)—but they
soon progressed to more advanced goods. Because certain factors of
production were cheaper in follower and developing countries, it
became economically rational for U.S. corporations to ship produc-
tion offshore. Foreign goods could be made more cheaply and, be-
cause mass consumption was predicated on low-cost manufactures,
this was beneficial to all concerned. Eventually, however, something
odd began to occur. Production—and research and development,
too—no longer depended very much on location at all. Some things
were still cheaper to produce or put together in the Third World;
others that had moved offshore were now moving back to the core.
Within the core countries themselves, there were regions of periph-
ery; indeed, within regions of advanced manufacturing, there was
great demand for various types of unskilled labor. In other words,
borders came to mean less and less for economies, and the particular
combination of factors of production in a place came to mean more
and more.14

The collapse of the Bretton Woods system—or, rather, its inevi-
table transformation—and the twenty-odd years of economic re-
structuring that followed simply signaled the limits, as well as the
successes, of this approach. Indeed the weaknesses of the Bretton
Woods arrangements became evident almost immediately following
their establishment, and the United States found it necessary to
pump increasing amounts of liquidity into the international sys-
tem—through loans to the UK, the Marshall Plan, and eventually via
military aid—in order to sustain the circle.15 Ultimately, there were
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more dollars in circulation than could be redeemed for gold by the
U.S. Treasury, and in 1971 President Nixon “closed the gold win-
dow.”16 But this particular crisis had less to do with dollars than
demand: Europe and Japan, which might have been expected to be
steady customers of American advanced goods, found it more ra-
tional and rewarding to produce their own, similar manufactures
than to continue importing American ones. This meant that their
need for dollars fell, and their surpluses grew accordingly. At the
then current rate of exchange, moreover, U.S. goods were costly by
comparison with European and Japanese ones; to make U.S. produc-
ers more competitive, it was necessary to devalue the dollar, which
Nixon did twice. Even these devaluations did not help in the long
run, inasmuch as domestic inflation, which peaked at around 15
percent per year during the Carter administration, had the effect of
driving wages up at comparable rates. The result was that by the
beginning of the 1980s, domestic wages and inflation were high,
American manufactures were under stiff pressure from foreign prod-
ucts, and the U.S. balance-of-payments deficit was of increasing con-
cern to both policymakers and Wall Street.

The Reagan administration’s tactical approach to this dilemma
was threefold, even if it was not entirely intentional. First, the ad-
ministration revived cold war hostility between the United States
and the Soviet Union. While the reasons for this were many, the effect
was to reestablish a “hard” basis for making public policy. This, as
David Stockman pointed out, had the effect of forcing choices be-
tween defense and social welfare, with the goal of reducing expen-
ditures on the latter.17 The second was to foster a policy of high
domestic interest rates and tight money in order to “squeeze” infla-
tion out of the economy. This policy was successful, but it also re-
sulted in one of the most severe recessions since the Great
Depression, followed by a disproportionately large rise in the value
of the dollar, as foreign capital flowed into the country. This under-
mined a good chunk of the domestic industrial base which, although
not very efficient, nonetheless employed a large pool of blue-collar
workers. It also drove a number of developing countries into near
bankruptcy. The third tactic was deregulation, which, it was argued,
would eliminate excessively burdensome rules that were imposing
unreasonably high costs on businesses, squeezing their profits and
lessening their efficiency and competitiveness.
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The economic system that we now see encompassing the world
is, in a sense, the ultimate triumph of the post-World War II planners:
everyone rushing toward economic and political liberalism, every-
one striving for maximum return on investment and efficiency, and
no one involved in production very concerned about national bor-
ders or the “social contract” within them. Effectively, the gradual
removal of national barriers to the flow of capital—the ultimate ex-
tension of the Bretton Woods project—exposed everyone, including
the United States, to the logic of capital mobility that followed and
the effective undermining of the nation-state.18 This is, to be sure, a
rather simplistic accounting of the relationship between Bretton
Woods, the cold war, and globalization, and many will find it easy
to criticize. But in a more mercantilistic or economically nationalistic
world, in which protectionism was a virtue rather than a sin, such a
system would not have developed.19 In that world, capital would
have remained under national control, and industrial policy would
not have been restricted to military technology but would have in-
corporated civilian technology too. Government would be more con-
cerned about the security and stability of the various parts of the
nation than its absolute wealth. It might have been a much poorer
world, but it would also be one in which national cohesion and
culture would be easier to maintain. Instead, we are faced with a
world of dialectically linked integration and fragmentation.20

Why are integration and fragmentation linked? Global eco-
nomic integration is a condition whose origins are to be found in the
mid-nineteenth century, with the rise of English liberalism and the
doctrine of free trade as propagated by the Manchester School. With
fits, starts, and retreats, such integration has reached into more and
more places in the world, creating myriad webs of material linkages.
The fact that such integration has become so widespread does not,
of course, mean that all places in the world share in the resulting
benefits. It is uneven development that makes capitalism so dynamic
and the constant search for new combinations of factors that drives
innovation; the fact that there are multiple economic “systems” pre-
sent in any one location simply adds to the dynamism of the proc-
ess.21 Today’s comparative advantage may consequently be
tomorrow’s competitive drag.

The political implications for the nation-state of such a process
have not been given much thought. Comparative advantage is no
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longer a feature of states as a whole—it never really has been in any
event—but rather of region and locale, where the combination of
material, technological, and intellectual is, perhaps only momentar-
ily, fortuitous.22 The specific advantages of a place such as Silicon
Valley—in many ways an historical accident as much as the result of
deliberate policy23—have only limited spillover in terms of a country
as a whole. These conditions, moreover, seem not to be easily repro-
duced in the short term.24

The competition among places to attract investment and jobs
thus becomes more of a zero-sum game than a positive-sum one, and
this point is not lost, for example, on the American states and cities
that have established foreign trade offices and regularly send trade
missions abroad as well.25 Capital has its choice of locations in which
to invest; cities, communities, places—and to a certain degree, la-
bor—have a limited set of factors through which they can attract
capital. Indeed, this competition has become a business opportunity
for some; a recent article in the San Francisco Examiner describes the
activities of a consulting firm providing city and regional marketing
programs for economic development as resembling those

of an international arms dealer—selling weapons to one ruler and
then making a pitch to the neighboring potentate based on the
new threat. Part of the pitch for these [economic development]
programs is that a region needs its own program to survive
against the rival programs of other areas.26

Such competition can become the cause of considerable politi-
cal antagonism, against both the neighbors who win and the authori-
ties who have contributed to these conditions of competitive
struggle in the first place. How such antagonisms play themselves
out is contextual and contingent, of course, and often depends on
preexisting social and political “fault lines” that fracture under the
pressures of real, potential, or imagined competition. In some coun-
tries, these fault lines were intended to be administrative but were
drawn up in ethnic or national terms; in other places, the fault lines
are linguistic, religious, clan-based, “tribal,” or even vaguely cul-
tural.27 It goes without saying that those places in which people have
fallen to killing each other have nothing to offer global capital—they
have, quite literally, fallen out of “history”—but places able to break
away from the political grip of larger polities, as Slovenia escaped
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the competitive drag of Serbia, will be well placed to participate in
the global economy.

Ethnicity enters this equation as follows: For more than forty
years, the control of states and governments was contested through
the conflicting discourses of “free world” liberalism and “Soviet
bloc” communism. Many of those who held power did so with the
real or imagined assistance of one superpower patron; those who
aspired to power asked for help from the other. The political colora-
tion of regimes in power changed—now left, now right—but borders
did not. The emergence of new nation-states was obviated by the
lines drawn on the maps of the world and reified as eternally fixed.28

These two dominating discourses have now been superseded
by one. Inasmuch as all contenders for state control must now pro-
fess, if not practice, economic and political liberalism, material assis-
tance in the struggle for power can no longer be generated, as it was
during the cold war, by appeals to the great ideological contenders.
Within a liberal framework, efforts to capture power are now seen
as internationally legitimate only if they occur through some form
of nominally democratic electoral process. The acquisition of power
by these means, however, requires the support of the majority of an
electorate, which, because of societal demography and the residues
of recent history, may be difficult if not impossible in many instances.

There is, however, another strategy available to those seeking
power and control: a state of one’s own. National borders are now
subject to change, as evidenced in the breakup of the Soviet Union,
Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia. If one cannot capture power within
an existing state, why not create a new one, within which one’s
brethren or associates in political belief do constitute a majority?
Herein lies a problem, however: those who govern existing states are
extremely reluctant to see parts of them break away since this tends
to delegitimize domestically the ruling regime and open it up to
attacks from all sides. Indeed, the holders of power are likely to see
such secessionist efforts as threats to the security of both state and
nation and to respond accordingly. Hence the logic of the state and
state system, the first defined in exclusivist national terms, the sec-
ond positing international legitimacy only through a “nation-state,”
pushes in the direction of more states.29 Inasmuch as the state has
come to be defined in terms of a single nation—even when this is
manifestly untrue—something, or someone, has to give.
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This framework is not quite complete, however. Layered on top
of this neo-Westphalian geopolitical structure is a more recent eco-
nomic one, manifested through globalization and liberalization. Glo-
balization, in this instance, is a process of liberalization, integration,
and development, as well as social and organizational innovation,
that “levels the economic playing field” by fostering capital mobility
and reducing government intervention into markets.30 Governments
are enjoined to increase national prosperity by reducing social ex-
penditures, with the result that the distributive functions of the state
are undermined or eliminated at the precise time when they are most
needed: to buy off, as it were, dissatisfied or deprived elements of
the citizenry.31

Sectarian conflict follows from the same economic logic, but a
somewhat different geopolitical one. Globalization—in its economic
and other forms—has undermined “national security” not only by
confusing “outside” and “inside,” but also by showing up the inef-
ficiency and ineffectiveness of national security discourse as a means
of social control. Moreover, many states are finding it difficult, if not
impossible, to provide the welfare functions that would help them
to buy off dissatisfied or oppositional groups. Consequently, the
state is being delegitimized as the protector of society even as relig-
ious movements that claim to “protect” society through social and
civil action are emerging or being revived. The proliferation of relig-
ious movements within countries and across borders is simply one
manifestation of this process.32

In a truly “globalized” world, of course, such dissatisfaction
would be remedied by complete labor mobility, as was the case with
immigration into the United States during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (and which is still the case, to some degree,
today). During the cold war, a certain amount of labor mobility was
permitted to those seeking political asylum from leftist persecution
and also in the economic and security interests of the “free world”
(as, for example, Turks and Yugoslavs migrating into the European
Community as “guest workers”). But today such mobility is allowed
primarily only to those who possess the skills or capital to obtain a
visa and emigrate; most of those left behind do not have such legal
opportunities (although some number are willing to try illegal meth-
ods).33
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More fundamental than this, however, and rarely examined, is
the relationship between individual identity and state policy—that
is, the ways in which deliberate choices made by policymakers es-
tablish a set of opportunities and constraints for individual citizens,
whose success or failure may then be strongly influenced by or de-
pendent on these policy choices. Individuals are presented with cer-
tain opportunities or choices, but not everything is possible and,
more to the point, policies put in place can restrict these choices, even
if these are policies that leave much of the “action” to the market.34

The forces of liberalization and capitalism and the new logic of
global production can be understood as macrolevel or structural phe-
nomena: they establish broad constraints and push in certain direc-
tions (although never in a wholly deterministic sense). But any
discussion focused at this macrolevel operates abstractly: workers
are affected, to be sure, but their preferences are assumed such that
they will willingly seek out work elsewhere, either by moving, find-
ing new jobs requiring the skills they now possess, or acquiring the
new skills needed for new jobs.35

This version of economic change ignores, however, what goes
on at the microlevel and the ways in which individuals are affected
by such changes and respond to them. What such structural changes
actually do is to alter the “location” of individuals in a particular set
of social relations, displacing them from the roles to which they have
been accustomed without pointing to definitive alternatives. As one
scholar of the “ideology of success and failure” in Western societies
puts it,

Society is considered to be “in order” and justice is considered
“to be done” when those individuals, in general, attain success
who “deserve” it, in accordance with the existing norms. If this
does not happen, then people feel that “there is no justice” or that
something is basically wrong.36

At the extremes, consequently, rationalization of such displacement
may take one of two forms: self-blame or scapegoating. Self-blame
is more common in the United States, given the high emphasis
placed on individualism and entrepreneurism, but self-blame can
also generate anger that is externalized in the form of scapegoating.
Who or what is scapegoated—it may be other countries, minorities
and immigrants, or particular economic or political interests—de-
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pends on how the causes of displacement are explained and under-
stood. Explanations drawn from academic economic models are,
generally speaking, unintelligible to all but trained economists; put-
ting the blame on specific individuals or groups is much easier and
has “the function of replacing incomprehensible phenomena by
comprehensible ones by equating their origins with the intentions
of certain persons.”37

What ultimately happens in a specific country is not deter-
mined by these two overarching structures; these operate, rather, by
imposing certain demands and constraints on domestic possibilities.
To understand what has happened, for example, in Yugoslavia, we
must look to the ways in which the history of that country has inter-
sected with these global structures; that is the focus of Beverly Craw-
ford’s paper elsewhere in this volume. Below, I will propose a
generalized framework for analyzing ethnic conflict within specific
countries, with the caveat that only a careful reading of each one’s
history, political economy, and ideology can fully explain outcomes.

GROWING TOGETHER OR COMING APART? A FRAMEWORK FOR
ANALYSIS38

ETHNICITY, NATIONALISM, WAR: THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

For the purposes of this chapter, we can identify five general
“theories” of ethnicity. The first suggests that ethnicity is biological.
Thus one view argues that ethnic tensions are somehow “natural.”
Observes one scholar, “People reflexively grasp at ethnic or national
identifications or what passes for them.”39 An alternative formula-
tion, which falls back on sociobiology, argues that “the urge to define
and reject the other goes back to our remotest human ancestors, and
indeed beyond them to our animal predecessors.”40

Another view, as enunciated by U.S. Secretary of State Warren
Christopher and others, invokes primordiality and accounts for the
emergence of ethnic politics and the accompanying violence by in-
voking centuries of accumulated hatreds among primordial “na-
tions.” These hatreds, it is often argued, have exploded as a conse-
quence of the end of the cold war and the disappearance of the
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repressive mechanisms that kept them from boiling over for four
decades. Indeed as can be seen in the case of Croatia and Serbia, such
invocations, akin to a form of historical materialism, serve to “natu-
ralize” ethnic consciousness and conflict almost as much as do ge-
netic theories. Inasmuch as we cannot change historical conscious-
ness, we must allow it to work its way out.

A third theory, most closely associated with Benedict Anderson,
but held by many others, is the imagined community.41 This view sug-
gests that ethnicity and ethnic consciousness are best understood as
the “intellectual projects” of a bourgeois intelligentsia seeking to
establish what Ernest Gellner has called a “high culture” distinctive
from other, already existing ones.42 Such individuals are often lo-
cated in the peripheral regions of empires or states, excluded from
the center by reason of birth or class, yet highly educated and aware
of the cultural and political possibilities of an identity distinct from
that of the center. Ethnicity, from this view, is cultural and not inher-
ently violent.

A fourth perspective is what can be called the defensive one.
Here the logics of the state and state system start to come into play.
Historically states have been defined largely in terms of the territory
they occupy and the resources and populations they control. Hence
the state must of necessity impose clearly defined borders between
itself and other states. To do this, the state must plausibly demon-
strate that the identities of other states and groups pose a threat to
its specific emergent “nation.” Herein, then, lies the logic for the
politicization of group identity or the emergence of “ethnicity” and
“ethnic conflict”: self-defense.

The last view, which is discussed in greater detail below, is
instrumental: ethnicity is the result of projects designed to capture
state power and control. But such a project is not, as we shall see, a
totally ahistorical one, as rational choice theory might have us be-
lieve. It is a response, as I argued above, to the logics of the state
system and globalization, but it draws on historical and cultural
elements that are already present and invokes the “threats” posed
by other real or emergent ethnicities as a reason for its own forma-
tion.43 Efforts to provide “national/cultural autonomy” to ethnic and
religious groups were tried in the Ottoman and Hapsburg Empires
but failed largely because they did not provide to these groups the
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power accorded to the dominant identity group in those empires and
their subunits. Only through a “state of one’s own” was this possible.

The problem with each of these views or theories individually
is that they are incomplete. Each provides some element of the
whole, but none, taken alone, is sufficient. Moreover, each assumes
that the phenomenon we call “ethnicity” (or alternatively “national-
ism”) is necessarily the same today as it was 200 or even 1,000 years
ago. But the systems within which this phenomenon has emerged
over the past 200 years have not been static, and to the extent that
these systemic conditions pose both demands and constraints on
domestic political configurations, “ethnicity” must be different. But
how? In what follows, I provide a framework for, first, under-
standing this difference and, second, accounting for the recent rise
in “ethnic” conflict.

ETHNICITY AND IDENTITY

I begin with “ethnicity” and “identity.” What are they? How are
they linked? How do they differ from “nationalism”? Or are they the
same? The contemporary literature on “identity” is vast. While there
is only limited agreement on what it is, there is almost universal
accord that it is being challenged and changed. But it is difficult to
posit challenges without some basic notion of what the concept
means. More to the point, although human beings acquire “identi-
ties” as an almost biological process, the identities that they acquire
are socially constructed and not biologically determined. If this is so,
the specific content of identity, ethnicity, and nationality are all social
and open to contestation. Why some identities have resonance for
some people and others do not is not entirely obvious, as we shall
see. I shall, however, offer an explanation that draws on both a ma-
terial basis and a cognitive one. I also argue that there is good reason
to differentiate among the three concepts, even though in practice
they are often conflated.

There are two fundamental aspects to identity. First, it is egoistic
since it consciously and deliberately locates the self in the world.
Second, it is relational, inasmuch as it must exist in contrast to others
who hold the same identity, as well as to one or more other identities.
As must be evident from these two statements, there is nothing here
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that limits identities or, for that matter, determines them; rather, they
grow out of the social relationships among human beings. In other
words, one’s identity is a means of placing oneself within a social
setting; indeed one can hardly say that the individual exists mean-
ingfully without society and identity. Of course, in practice there are
limits and constraints to the range of identities available to any in-
dividual or group; these are embedded in the histories of societies,
and these are removed or changed very slowly, if at all.44

People are born into their social situations and for the most part
have their initial identities imposed on them by others who are older,
more authoritative, more powerful. These initial identities are mi-
cro-situational, generated by the practices and structures of every-
day life.45 Socialization inducts people into other identities, some of
which build on earlier ones, others of which are “new.” In “tradi-
tional” societies, one was often born not only into a family and line-
age, but also into a cultural and economic division of labor in which
identity was fairly well fixed for most people. It was possible for
individuals to change some aspects of their identity—for example,
by being “inducted” and assimilated into other cultures—but it was
fairly uncommon for groups as a whole to do so.46

In the most general terms, then, we can characterize identity as
being both cognitive and material, as being a means of placing oneself
within a society and a social division of labor. In this respect, identity
functions at three levels. First, it specifies the role of the self—Who
am I? Why am I here? Second, it is relational with a group—Where
am I? Who are these people around me? Third, it is relational between
groups—Who are we? What do we do? None of these levels is onto-
logically privileged; they comprise a sort of “identity field.” While I
do not wish to suggest that these are the consequences of some kind
of functionalist logic within societies, there is a self-reproducing logic
that keeps these identity fields relatively stable over extended periods
of time. Nor are they eternally fixed; they can be disrupted by crisis
or catastrophe, or they can be reframed as contingencies demand.

Identities, as I theorize them here, then, are not inherently poli-
ticized. That is, if politics is about the struggle for power and re-
sources, stable identity fields tend not to be subject to such struggles,
inasmuch as this question of distribution is settled for the moment.47

But this observation also provides a useful insight into why “mod-
ern” societies are so permeated by such political struggles. Where
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identities are not relatively stable and there is always the possibility
of seeking out new ones, the distribution of power and resources is
not fixed. While modern societies attempt to modify such struggles
through notions such as citizenship and nationalism, these impose
only qualifications for participating in the distribution; they say little
or nothing about how that distribution is to be decided. As I shall
suggest below, saying something about this distribution—or the ba-
sis for it—is one of the critical roles of what we call the “social
contract.” The social contract, in turn, is a critical part of nationalism.

THE EMERGENCE OF NATIONALISM

How can we explain nationalism, especially in relation to iden-
tity as I have discussed it above? Nationalism is generally taken to
imply the congruence of “nation” and “state,” where the state is a
juridical, territorially bound entity and the nation a group of people
defined by certain shared attributes.48 Theorists tend to posit two
paths via which nationalisms develop. Elsewhere in this volume,
Andrew Bell-Fialkoff and Andrei Markovits cite R. D. Grillo’s
schema: Either one observes the “ethnicization of the polity . . .
where a state ‘constructs’ a nation from often heterogenous ele-
ments,” or the “politicization of ethnicity . . . where an ethnic group
strives for and achieves statehood.”49 In both instances, the assump-
tion seems to be that some internal process of self-awareness and
actualization is at work, out of which the need for a “nation” be-
comes self-evident. Having recognized this need, certain
groups—most often the intelligentsia of the proto-nation—proceed
to assemble the elements that will demonstrate the essential cultural
and historical unity of the people in question. Whether such a unity
is objectively “real” or not is beside the point; following Benedict
Anderson, not only is membership in a nation “imagined”—since
one never meets all other members—but the antecedents are also
imagined into being so that they acquire real political force.

Self-actualization is a necessary but not sufficient condition;
nationalisms do not grow out of vacuums. There must be reasons for
their emergence. The spaces out of which nationalisms emerge are
not empty; the inhabitants of those spaces already have identities
and live within larger, mostly stable identity fields. So why should
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new, state-centered ones be needed? Here the logic of the state sys-
tem comes into play, a logic that overrides whatever identity fields
already exist. Whereas an identity field is place-bound, for historical
and economic reasons, it is not strongly bounded. That is, there are no
surveyed borders between such fields; they blend into one another
rather than having clearly differentiated boundaries.50

Historically, however—that is, over the past 200 years—states
have been defined largely in terms of the territory they occupy and
the resources and populations they control. Borders do matter. Hence
the state must of necessity impose clearly defined borders between
identities and does so by “imagining” nationalisms that establish
new intra- and intergroup (i.e., state) relations. In a sense, this in-
volves an attempt to isolate groups from each other via “national”
boundaries and to put in place a more “primitive” state of social
development—Hobbes’s state of nature among states—which inter-
national relations theories describe as “anarchy” (although in prac-
tice this effort does not work).51

This also suggests why nationalism is so often associated with
organized violence and warfare (and why “peaceful nationalism”
might be an oxymoron). In order to override or destroy older identity
fields, the state must plausibly demonstrate that their continuation
poses a threat to a specific emergent “nation.” Inasmuch as coexis-
tence has been the norm—otherwise, there would be no identity
field—this can happen only through violence that provokes such
threats into being and then seeks to eliminate the sources of those
threats—that is, the other identities.

There is general agreement that nationalism first emerged out
of the English and French revolutions of the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries and thence spread throughout Europe and the rest
of the world.52 If we look at this process in Europe in particular, we
discover that nationalism was as much a defensive reaction against
others as a process of nation- or state-building. More identity fields
than states, under other geopolitical conditions the territorial entities
that preceded Germany and Italy might well have been absorbed
into more powerful and threatening neighbors, as they later sought
to absorb weaker ones. Their conquest and consolidation into larger
units relegated these prior identities to little more than place or city
names. Even those “nations” that preceded states were created for
defensive reasons: Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, and others, for ex-
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ample, sought to create a nation with entitlement to a state as a
means of resisting the cultural and political imperialism of the
Hapsburg Empire’s center.

History does matter in this schema, of course, but not as the
inflexible determinant of outcomes. History becomes important in
that it provides the raw materials out of which ethnic identities are
constructed (or imagined, to use Anderson’s felicitous term). Not all
feasible elements can be incorporated into such identities; only those
that have arguably been historically present and have some famili-
arity for groups of people are part of this pool. When it is possible
to argue that, for instance, language, religion, food, dress, appear-
ance, locale, and narratives, among other things, comprise a recog-
nizable “package” of characteristics, it becomes possible to construct
an ethnic identity. Why some elements become part of the package
and not others is a source of endless debate, but the reasons are
probably strategic, romantic, or both.53

This identity is more than the cultural unit present in an iden-
tity field, but less than full-blown nationalism, which demands a
“state of its own.” What we call “ethnicity” is ultimately the product
of a dialectic between international processes and pressures and do-
mestic contexts—that is, ethnicity emerges out of specific times and
places, a point to which I will return below. Historically—that is,
during the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth—the
“external” process had largely to do with the formation and propa-
gation of the European state system. The result was a complex of
militarized (or militarily dependent) states poised to defend their
territories and newly incorporated peoples from their neighbors.
These types of arrangements functioned reasonably well only so
long as a country was able to maintain a relatively high degree of
political, cultural, and economic autonomy. Autonomy could be
maintained only so long as the state of affairs on the “outside” did
not place unreasonable demands or pressures on such internal for-
mations.54 As Alexander Gerschenkron observed more than thirty
years ago, however, such isolation has been very difficult to maintain
in the industrialized world, and the followers often find their sur-
vival dependent on emulating the development processes of the
leaders.55 The development strategies pursued by followers such as
Germany and Japan made it possible for them to become great pow-
ers after only a few decades of effort.
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There is, however, a significant difference between the process
described by Gerschenkron and the situation faced by countries to-
day. At the turn of the century, state security—territorial survival
and cultural distinctiveness—was the primary national goal, and it
was manifested within Europe through the alliance system and out-
side of Europe via imperialism. In the name of state security, gov-
ernments were able to mobilize populations toward statist ends via
centralized systems of education, employment, and social welfare.56

These programs also served, by and large, to improve individual
welfare, thereby reinforcing loyalty to and identification with the
state. The goals of state and individual were for the most part in
concert.

While state security remains a concern today, the generation of
national wealth and individual enrichment have replaced territorial
integrity as the articulation of state strength—viz., the “trading
state” vs. the “territorial state.”57 Economic liberalism puts a pre-
mium, moreover, on individual rights and development as the engine
of growth, in place of the rights and development of the state, which
were primary at the beginning of the twentieth century; this is the
notion, so popular in the United States, of “getting the government
off our backs.” These goals lead to a paradox (although contradiction
might be a better term): the state’s right and ability to mobilize popu-
lar support is being undermined at the very point at which the state
is also required to implement policies that erode popular support
and legitimacy. It is under these circumstances that the politicization
of identity—ethnicity—is most likely to occur and become virulent
and violent.

ETHNICITY, IDENTITY, AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

None of this specifies the actual conditions under which ethnic
identities are mobilized. To account for that process, we must look
more closely at the relationship between domestic and international
conditions and how, specifically, the latter impinge on the former. As
Georgi Derluguian has put it, regarding conflicts usually labeled
“ethnic,”

[Their sources are] to be found in the prevailing processes in a
state’s environment, which may be only tenuously divided into
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“external”—the interstate system and the world economy—and
“internal,” which, according to Charles Tilly, shapes the state’s
structure and its relation to the subject population and deter-
mines who are the major actors within a particular polity, as well
as how they approach political struggle.

The key here is the erosion of the “internal” configuration of soci-
ety—which I label the “social contract”—by these external forces.

All stable countries are characterized by political and social
arrangements that have some form of historical legitimacy.58 The
concept of the social contract is conventionally ascribed to Rousseau
and Locke, who argued that the state is the result of what amounts
to a contractual agreement among people to yield up certain “natu-
ral” rights and freedoms in exchange for political stability and pro-
tection. Locke went so far as to argue that no state was legitimate
that did not rule with the consent of the governed, a notion that
retains its currency in the contemporary rage for “democratic en-
largement.” Rousseau’s theory of the origin of the state owed much
to the notion of consent as well, although he recognized that some
sovereigns ruled through contempt, rather than consent, of the gov-
erned. Both philosophers acknowledged, as well, the importance of
material life to the maintenance of the social contract.

My use of the term is somewhat different in that it assumes
nothing so formalized. Sometimes these contracts are expressed in
written constitutions; at other times, they are not written down but
are found instead in the political and social institutions of a country.
In either case, social contracts structure the terms of citizenship and
inclusion in a country’s political community, the rules of political
participation, the political relationship between the central state and
its various regions, and the distribution of material resources within
the country.

Social contracts also tend to specify the roles that people may
occupy within the country and society and the relationships between
these roles. Frequently these roles and relationships have what we
would call an ethnic or religious character as, for example, in the
traditional caste system in India, or the ethnic divisions of labor one
might have found throughout the lands of the former Ottoman Em-
pire, institutionalized in the millet system and still found in places
in the Caucasus (as well as in American cities). Such social contracts
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are frequently neither just, equitable, nor fair; they are, however,
widely accepted, and people tend to try not to disrupt them, if only
because such disruption can also affect the disruptors’ material po-
sition. The social contract is therefore the constitutive source of social
and political stability within countries. I do not claim that these
social contracts are necessarily respectful of human rights or eco-
nomically efficient, only that as historical constructs they possess a
certain degree of legitimacy and authority that allows societies to
reproduce themselves in a fairly peaceful manner over extended
periods of time.

These forms of social contract are not of course found only in
“traditional” societies; the ex-Socialist countries were also charac-
terized by such arrangements, which were, once again, constitutive,
if not constitutional. Certain groups or classes—the nomenkla-
tura—were endowed with mostly informal rights and access to re-
sources that gave them power and wealth within these societies,
while other groups, lacking such rights and access, nonetheless had
their welfare provided for by the arrangements in place.59 Again, it
is not my intention to argue the relative merits or faults of such
contracts, but only to point out that they maintained a relative de-
gree of social stability and cohesion within these countries.

It is critical to recognize, moreover, that social contracts as such
are not present only with respect to state-society relations; societies
themselves are characterized by such arrangements, often in spite of
the active attempt by a state to alter or eliminate them. Institutions
whose role it is to maintain political stability contribute to the main-
tenance of these social contracts, and so it should come as no surprise
that when these institutions undergo transformations of a funda-
mental sort, so do social contracts. Indeed it is at these points of
transformation that social conflict is most likely to break out.

Social contracts are thus characterized by particular distribu-
tions of power and wealth which have become institutionalized and
legitimated, over time.60 Political and economic changes challenge
these distributions and threaten those who have possessed power
and wealth. At the same time, however, such transitions also offer
great possibilities for power and wealth to those entrepreneurial
enough to see the opportunities inherent in the newly emerging sys-
tems. But they also provide the context in which political violence
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can erupt, as struggles develop over who is to gain access to the
newly contested levers of institutional power.

EROSION OF THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

Why should the social contract of a political collective change?
Why do social relations not remain stable, especially if they are ac-
ceptable to all parties involved? To explain this, we need to look
more closely at the emergence of the modern state. The state, as it
began to emerge in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, had an
agenda different from the traditional one: to mobilize the new citi-
zenry in the service of the state. The reasons for this remain the
subject of intense debate, roughly characterized on one side by those
who argue that the process was driven by the security function, and
on the other by those who believe that the bourgeoisie developed
alliances with rulers as a means of promoting and protecting accu-
mulation. Whatever the reason, the resulting mobilization opened
up opportunities for social mobility that heretofore had not been
available. Over a period of time, therefore, the social contracts of
these emerging, primarily European states began, first, to come un-
der growing pressures, both domestic and foreign, and, second, to
be codified in actual written constitutions.

It was in this context that nationalism emerged in the form of a
myth-based set of beliefs that “naturalized” the inevitable associa-
tion of peoples that heretofore had been linked together largely
through social relations of production. The resulting social contract
was not—could not be—only an ideological doctrine, however, inas-
much as mobilization and industrialization also required a restruc-
turing of those social relations of production. In this process—what
we would today call “modernization”—both identity and institu-
tions were challenged and transformed, and peoples’ places in the
social system called into question. Old roles were destroyed; new
ones were created. The consequence was a significant disruption of
what had come before—witness the economic and social conse-
quences of industrialization in England during the first half of the
1800s—and a search for new sources of order.

Some fifty years were required for this instability to work its
way through European societies, but the resulting “stability” was
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still ephemeral. The revolutions of 1848, driven by both nascent na-
tionalisms and populism, set in motion still another turn of the
wheel, leading to the unification of Germany and Italy and setting
the stage for future disorder as well. In each of these cycles, the
formation of new identities was paralleled by the rejection of others,
who were cast outside of the social contract of the emerging collec-
tivity. With each turn of this wheel, moreover, the explicit material
content of the social contract was downplayed in favor of the ideo-
logical content. As a citizen of the new community, one enjoyed the
spiritual benefits, if not the material ones. Unfortunately you cannot
eat patriotism, and in order to minimize the dissatisfactions of the
poorer classes, as well as to conduct large-scale warfare, the welfare
state came into being.

This amendment to the original social contract was in part a
result of the Industrial Revolution and its spread throughout
Europe. If citizens were to fulfill their part of the deal, they had to
be able bodied, not yoked to the land through feudal relations, and
willing to support government and state. Hence states increasingly
found it necessary to intervene in the workings of the economy to
ensure that support from their populations would be forthcoming.
This meant better working conditions and higher living standards,
as well as mass education to achieve socialization and training com-
patible with developing technology. From the middle of the twenti-
eth century, as the security and protection function of the state
became easier to flaunt but more and more difficult to fulfill (for
although new armaments, promising greater levels of protection and
deterrence, could always be procured, the possibilities of actually
securing populations in the event of war decreased), the welfare
function of the state came to dominate, reaching its apogee in the
countries of Western Europe.

During the decades following World War II, therefore, there
were growing expectations in terms of the quantity and breadth of
services provided by government bureaucracies. The paradox was
that the increasing cost of providing such services, ultimately paid
through the tax base, began to generate a backlash among those who
provided the revenues.61 The commitment to economic liberalism
and efficiency prevalent in the last decade has put further pressure
on governments to balance budgets and reduce welfare expendi-
tures. As the shortfall between revenues and costs increases, cut-
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backs in the welfare function follow, with the result that services
deteriorate. This in turn leads to a gradual delegitimation of the state
and a growing reliance on society to find other ways of fulfilling the
welfare function. The state has also begun to fall short in yet another
way. As it loses competence and begins to shed functions, it also loses
the ability to manage and govern. This is especially true when gov-
ernments are responsible for a vast range of highly complex prob-
lems rather than just the more traditional ones, such as war and
finance—a point seen most clearly in terms of environmental quality
and protection.

This process of “state-shrinking” is not, strictly speaking, at-
tributable to any one factor. There is, however, a strong argument to
be made that the processes of international competition, the globali-
zation of capital, and pressures for economic liberalization and de-
mocratization are playing a significant role. This is true, as I shall
argue below, even where liberalization has not actually taken place.
The economic liberalization project of the industrialized and indus-
trializing worlds, as well as international lenders, is largely rooted
in two historical observations: first, the success of postwar economic
growth strategies in the 1950s and 1960s, and second, the subsequent
decrease in growth rates and economic stagnation during the 1970s
and 1980s.

Paradoxically, perhaps, supporters of liberalization put the
blame for economic stagnation on the very elements of the welfare
state that made possible the high rates of growth in the earlier dec-
ades. It has become a virtual article of faith that reestablishing these
historical growth patterns depends on reducing costs to capital of
doing business. This will restore profit levels, facilitate capital accu-
mulation, and provide incentives for investment rather than con-
sumption. This strategy will work, however, only if social costs are
sloughed off by the state onto individuals. In one form or another,
this process is happening throughout the world.

Countries are therefore compelled by the pressures of the global
economic system—specifically the desires of international finance
and the domestic political need to establish themselves as viable
players in the international economy—into pursuing domestic poli-
cies that will make them attractive to capital and foreign investment.
This, it is hoped, will help them to build up an industrial base that
will allow further generation of wealth, creation of economic oppor-
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tunities for individual and country, and a general improvement of
living standards. These policies of “structural adjustment” and their
consequences have been extensively analyzed, with conflicting con-
clusions. Some argue that they have little or no impact on social and
political stability; others find that they do.62 What is critical is that
such policies are not implemented or even discussed in isolation;
they raise questions about the very matrix of social relations, power,
and wealth that characterizes every society, every country in the
world—or the social contract, in other words. Difficulties arise, in
particular, when such pressures are translated into the changes
deemed necessary to the domestic social contract.

It is in these contexts that what appears to be ethnic or sectarian
conflict is most likely to develop. To borrow a term from Marxist
analysis, such situations are “underdetermined.” Old institutional
arrangements have been discredited and have lost their legitimacy,
but this does not mean that the holders of power in those old ar-
rangements have been executed or exiled. Often they remain in
place. But the new democratic order relies for its legitimacy on new
practices, such as the holding of open elections or privatization of
property. These exercises lead to shifts in power and wealth that are
opposed by the old guard, which will seek to restore some version
of the status quo ante. Ironically, perhaps, these very same mecha-
nisms can also lead to reproduction of the status quo ante under a
different name, thereby generating opposition movements who seek
to capture power in the name of a new order.

It is important to note that the exogenous forces which trigger
such internal struggles are not in and of themselves to blame for the
violence that often results. Economically and politically liberal so-
cieties are, when all is said and done, preferable to nonliberal ones
in terms of fairness, justice, and equity. But the process of transition
is fraught with risks and full of pitfalls, and the ability of a society
to make the shift is strongly constrained by the social structures of
the earlier period. There was no compelling reason, for example,
why Yugoslavia should have fallen apart along ethnic lines, except
that its constituent republics were named in these terms and re-
sources distributed to them in these terms.63

By letting the market determine winners and losers, the state
yields up its right to rectify disadvantages suffered by particular
groups. Moreover, while political liberalization is thought to provide
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the wherewithal to all individuals to participate equally in the econ-
omy, the levers of economic and political power in many countries
are to be found in the hands of some dominant group that is better
placed and able to take advantage of the new conditions created
under economic liberalization. The result is a growing disaffection
among disadvantaged groups, whose identity is often defined in
ethnic or sectarian terms and who come to imagine the utility of a
“state of their own.”

THE EMERGENCE OF POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS

Such disaffection does not coalesce into outright political action
of its own accord, however; it must be mobilized in an organized
fashion. In such situations, people face the possibility of making
meaningful choices about the future that do not involve ethnically
constrained identities.64 The problem is that political and economic
changes of virtually any type cut against the grain of prior stratifi-
cation and corporatism. Faced with this, those who would lose
power and those who would grasp it tend to see power in absolute
and exclusionary terms and fall back on exclusive and oppositional
identities, based on ethnic, religious, and class elements. Thus peo-
ple do not grasp “reflexively” for their essential ethnic identity when
political power and authority crumble; rather, exclusive and oppo-
sitional identities, based on ethnic, religious, and class elements, are
politically constructed and made virulent as those in power or those
who would grasp power—“political entrepreneurs”—try to mobi-
lize populations in support of their struggles with other elites for
political power, social status, and economic resources.65

Rene Lemarchand, in a small book on the Hutu-Tutsi conflict in
Burundi—which bears a great deal of similarity to what has tran-
spired in Rwanda since 1959—puts it thus:

The crystallization of group identities is not a random occurrence;
it is traceable to specific strategies, pursued by ethnic entrepre-
neurs centrally concerned with the mobilization of group loyal-
ties on behalf of collective interests defined in terms of kinship,
region or ethnicity. . . . Clearly, one cannot overestimate the part
played by individual actors in defining the nature of the threats
posed to their respective communities, framing strategies de-
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signed to counter such threats, rallying support for their cause,
bringing pressure to bear on key decision makers, and, in short,
politicizing ethnoregional identities. . . . The essential point to
note is the centrality of the state both as an instrument of group
domination and as an arena where segments of the dominant
group compete among themselves to gain maximum control over
patronage resources. So from this perspective the state, far from
being a mere abstraction, emerges as a cluster of individual con-
testants and cliques actively involved in the struggle for control
over the party, the army, the government, the civil service, and
parastatal organizations. . . . Access to the state thus becomes a
source of potential rewards for some groups and deprivations for oth-
ers.66

To put the argument more prosaically, in social settings that are
underdetermined—where rules and institutions have broken down
or are being changed—opportunities often exist for acquiring both
power and wealth. There are material benefits to social solidarity.
Kinship can function as a form of social capital, establishing rela-
tions of trust even where they have not existed previously. The po-
litical mobilization of ethnic identity is one means of taking
advantage of such opportunities. That such a program might end in
tears and death is hardly recognized.

Who or what, then, is a political entrepreneur? The concept
comes from rational choice theorists, who argue that only those in-
dividuals who can provide appropriate incentives to potential group
members will be able to mobilize them as followers. As David Laitin
puts it:

A good entrepreneur . . . is one who knows how to provide “se-
lective incentives” to particular individuals to joint in the group
effort. Communal groups will politicize when there is an entre-
preneur who (perhaps instinctively) understands the constraints
to organization of rational individual behavior.67

Elsewhere in this volume, Philip Roeder argues that

[Entrepreneurs] compete with other political entrepreneurs for
support within the population by offering programs of collective
action that often benefit individuals with some markers but not
others. Entrepreneurs compete with one another not only by ap-
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pealing to different individuals, but often by appealing to the
same individuals on the basis of the same or different markers.
These competing programs identify aggregates of markers that
define the ethnic community in different ways.68

Or, as Norman Long points out in a somewhat different context:

Effective agency . . . requires organizing capacities; it is not sim-
ply the result of possessing certain persuasive powers or forms
of charisma. . . . Agency (and power) depend crucially upon the
emergence of a network of actors who become partially, though
hardly ever completely, enrolled in the “project” of some other
person or persons. . . . It becomes essential, therefore, for social
actors to win the struggles that take place over the attribution of
specific social meanings to particular events, actions and ideas.69

In other words, a political entrepreneur is one who is able to articu-
late, in a coherent and plausible fashion, the structure of opportu-
nities and constraints that face a specified group of people and in
particular emphasize clearly the potential costs of not acting collec-
tively. Such appeals have historically been especially persuasive in
times of trouble, when societies are faced with high degrees of un-
certainty and particular groups within societies see their economic
and social prospects under challenge.

Not everyone can be a political entrepreneur; few people will
listen to someone who has not already attained some position of
power, wealth, authority, or wisdom. This, then, provides a second
key to the nature of the phenomenon: the political entrepreneur is
one who has a great deal to lose or, perhaps, gain and is thereby
motivated to grab opportunities as they present themselves.70 In
other words, political entrepreneurs are well-placed individuals
who are able to develop or carry plausible “stories” of how and why
particular social conditions have come to pass—often through speci-
fication of those who are said to bear special responsibility for those
conditions—and what must be done to rectify them. Such entrepre-
neurs may be members, present or past, of the political elite under
fire, officers in the military, cultural or communal leaders, or teach-
ers, professionals, and intellectuals. They are hardly ever members
of the “masses” or “grass roots”; they almost always aspire to pre-
serve or improve their material and political standing.
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Finally, the political entrepreneur must have a special sense of
what kinds of concepts and ideas are most resonant to society. This
is why shared elements of history and culture—the “imagined com-
munity” of Benedict Anderson—are often called upon by such indi-
viduals: they help to establish a collective bond among a group of
otherwise somewhat disconnected individuals (e.g., shared ances-
try); they help to provide an account of why this group is, at this
particular time in history, unaccountably suffering (e.g., “timeless
hatreds”); and they help to offer a solution to the problem (e.g., a
“nation” that can defend itself). Franz Schurmann wrote about this
idea in relation to American politicians; he argued:

While most citizens in society hold political opinions about the
economy, the state of their security, and the social quality of their
lives, these opinions are periodically molded into fixed sets of
ideas, which persist for a long while. . . . They are like the cur-
rents in an ocean always available for a ship captain to sail on.
Good politicians have a keen sense of those currents and know
how to play with them.71

The remainder of the story is relatively straightforward: inas-
much as there is no room for more than one exclusivist ethnic move-
ment within a “nation-state,” the struggle for power seems to inevi-
tably lead to attempts by one side to exclude or eliminate the other.
At this point, the contradiction between the nominal systemic com-
mitment to the inviolability of state borders and the right to national
self-determination—really the opportunity for national development
free of the demands of competing groups and communities—comes
to the fore and the logic of war and ethnic cleansing follows.

CONCLUSION

The perceptive reader will have noted that all references to
“sectarian” conflict have dropped out of the framework presented
in this paper. Sectarian conflict fits only a part of this framework but
for the most part involves struggles among competing social groups
for state power, not a new state. Still it is instructive to note that the
agents of religious “isms” seek to alter the constitutive basis of the
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states they seek to rule, and do so in a manner similar to that utilized
by ethnic political entrepreneurs. Survey data and anecdotal obser-
vations suggest that many of the individuals active in Islamist move-
ments would in earlier decades have belonged to Marxist groups
intent on regime change.72 In other words, the language has changed;
the ends have not.

What this suggests is that ethnic and sectarian conflict, or what
we call in this volume cultural conflict, are not about ethnicity and
religion or about culture per se, but rather about setting the terms of
discourse in conflict over state power and control. Just as “democ-
racy” and “communism” functioned as discourses in domestic strug-
gles for power during the cold war, so do ethnicity and religion
operate today. They are instrumental means rather than ends. To be
sure, any movement that gains power is then in a position to imple-
ment its ideology in the pursuit of certain ends. That, however, is
another story.
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LIBERALIZATION AND ETHNIC ENTREPRENEURS
IN THE SOVIET SUCCESSOR STATES

Philip G. Roeder

The twentieth century began and ends with an explosion of
claims to national self-determination and with conflict among ethnic
groups. At the epicenter of this global tremor in the late twentieth
century is the contested sovereignty of newly self-proclaimed states
such as Abkhazia, Transdniestria, and Chechnya. While the mythol-
ogy of these new states and much research in the social sciences and
humanities focus on the identities and hatreds that saturate societies,
the most important policy problem confronting the global commu-
nity concerns the behavior of the leaders of these states that claim to
be sovereign and of the states that contest this.

The surge of ethnic conflict at the end of the twentieth century
is concentrated disproportionately in states that were formerly ruled
by Communist parties and particularly in the Soviet and Yugoslav
successor states. The occurrence of this ethnic conflict at the same
time these societies are making a transition away from communism
has shaken many preconceived notions—in particular, notions about
the relationship between liberalization and ethnic conflict. The pre-
vailing, perhaps naive, view of liberalizing societies had been one in
which ethnic conflicts declined in significance: the process of liber-
alization enmeshes individuals in a web of cross-cutting social inter-
dependencies that ultimately eclipses particularistic and potentially
monopolistic claims such as ethnicity.

Events in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe have led
some to question the existence of a negative causal connection be-
tween liberalization and ethnic conflict or at least to question
whether the relationship between liberalization and ethnic conflict
is monotonic; the intermediate stages of liberalization might actually
produce a temporary rise in ethnic conflicts before they decline. I
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find that liberalization, with its weakening of the state and the po-
tential reallocation of social resources which it portends, is a permis-
sive but not necessarily causal factor (either positive or negative) in
explaining the increasing politicization of identity in the former So-
viet Union. Post-Soviet ethnic conflict has less to do with the transi-
tion to a liberal economy and the weakening of the state in its
relationship to society than with the shifting balance of power within
the state. At the center of this conflict is the competition among
post-Soviet politicians fighting over the division of the Soviet state
and manipulating certain institutions of ethnofederalism to their
advantage. The social actors involved in this intra-institutional
struggle may have benefitted from liberalization, but they are in
many ways the antithesis of liberal; moreover, the strategies of poli-
ticians to manipulate these institutions for personal advantage make
future transition to liberal societies even less likely.

Specifically this paper develops three assertions about ethnic
politics in the Soviet successor states. First, in nearly all instances the
ethnic conflicts that have drawn the attention of the global commu-
nity focus on conflicts among political entrepreneurs within the ad-
ministrative apparatus of the successor states. The most severe
ethnic confrontations—those that are most violent, widespread, and
sustained—have resulted from acts of regional officials challenging
the political leaders of the central governments of successor states;
conspicuous examples include the civil war between the govern-
ments of Abkhazia and Georgia, the confrontation between the gov-
ernments of Crimea and Ukraine, and the recent war between
Chechnya and Russia. Second, these regional officials have tended
to press agendas that focus on instrumental concerns associated with
control over the state apparatus and its resources. Specifically the
agendas of these officials seek to manipulate the mechanisms of
regional government to ensure their own political survival. Third,
insofar as liberalization has played a role in this confrontation, it has
been a secondary cause, but it has nonetheless intensified ethnic
conflicts by strengthening the power of these officials relative to the
central governments, reinforcing the motivation of these officials to
confront the center, and strengthening their hand within their own
regions.
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WHAT IS TO BE EXPLAINED?

The major ethnic conflicts within the Soviet successor states
have involved confrontations between the governments of regional
administrations and one of the fifteen successor state governments.
The centrality of these regional governments to ethnic conflicts since
the breakup of the Soviet Union is underscored by a simple compari-
son of the proportion of different types of interethnic relationships
that have experienced violence or a major crisis. In the fifteen suc-
cessor states there are over 1,300 dyads that could potentially erupt
in interethnic conflict.1 Of these dyads, 119 are hierarchical dyads
between the titular nationality of a successor state and the major
ethnic groups within that state; 23 of these are institutionalized in a
form of ethnofederal administration such as an autonomous oblast
or republic. As Table 1 shows, ethnofederal dyads were 17 times
more likely to lead to armed conflict than other hierarchical dyads
and over 217 times more likely than all other dyads. Ethnofederal
dyads were 7 times more likely to lead to a major crisis than other
hierarchical dyads and over 94 times more likely than all other dy-
ads.

The cases of armed conflict include the wars between the gov-
ernments of Georgia and the South Ossetian Autonomous Oblast,
Georgia and the Abkhaz Autonomous Republic, Azerbaijan and the
Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast, and Russia and the
Chechen Republic. One major crisis that has not yet resulted in war-

Table 1

Probability of Significant Ethnic Conflict by Type of
Interethnic Relationship, 1992–94

(Percent)

Other
Ethno-Federal Hierarchical All Other

Dyads Dyads Dyads

Armed conflicts 17.4 1.0 0.08

Major crises 21.7 3.1 0.23

{Number of dyads] (N=23) (N=96) (N=1,285)
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fare pits Ukraine against the government of the Crimean Autono-
mous Republic (Solchanyk 1994: 50–59). The cases where these con-
flicts do not pit formally organized federal units are equally
important in pointing up the centrality of local leaders within the
state apparatus to ethnic mobilization. In the conflict between
Transdniestria and Moldova the leader of the autonomy drive of the
former has been the chairman of the Tiraspol city soviet N. A. Smir-
nov with the backing of Russia’s 14th Army (King 1993). In the con-
flict between Estonia’s titular nationality and the Russian minority,
the city administrations of Narva and Sillamae play central roles
(e.g., Izvestiia, 20 July 1993).2

Within the Russian Federation itself the list of conflicts between
the central state and the leaders of its republics, autonomous oblasts,
and autonomous okrugs includes the most important ethnic crises:

· Chechnya. The crisis began in late 1991, when the government of
President Dzhokhar Dudaev proclaimed the republic’s secession
from the Russian Federation.

· Tatarstan. The government of President Mintimer Shaimiev has
spearheaded a campaign claiming sovereignty and a special treaty
relationship with the Russian Federation based on mutual delega-
tion of powers (e.g., Nezavisimaia gazeta, 24 June 1993).

· Sakha (Yakutia). The government of President Mikhail Nikolaev
claims economic but not political sovereignty within the Russian
Federation.

· Ingushetia. The government of President Ruslan Aushev, recog-
nized by the Russian government, pressed the republic’s claim to
sovereignty from Chechnya and then, without Russia’s support,
pressed an irregular military campaign against the North Ossetian
Republic to claim territory in the Prigorodnyi raion.

Prior to the war in Chechnya, the Russian Federation’s major “eth-
nic” crises of 1992–94 included the confrontation in the constitu-
tional drafting bodies between representatives of the republics and
the central leadership over apportionment of powers in the new
basic law and federal treaty; the decision of republic governments
such as Chechnya, Tatarstan, and Bashkortostan to withhold reve-
nues collected on their territory; and the boycott of the constitutional
referendum by the leaders of Chechnya and Tatarstan and resistance
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from the leaders of the Komi, Khakass, Udmurt, and Ingush home-
lands.3

It should be noted that throughout the post-Communist world,
those states organized along ethnofederal lines have experienced the
most serious ethnic crises. Among Soviet successor states this has
reached the level of warfare in Azerbaijan, Georgia, and the Russian
Federation—three of the five successor states that contained
ethnofederal administrations. Among East European states seces-
sionism and division have destroyed the two states organized as
ethnofederations—the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic and the
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

ETHNIC STRATEGIES OF REGIONAL GOVERNMENTS

What explains this close correspondence between the most in-
tense ethnic conflict and the institutions of ethnofederalism? More
specifically, why have leaders of ethnic homelands within the Soviet
successor states been so quick to play the “ethnic card” during the
transition from communism—that is, why have so many advanced
claims for expanded regional prerogatives in decision-making predi-
cated on the unique rights of the titular ethnic group within that
region? In this section I will argue that the institution of ethnofeder-
alism created in the Communist era encouraged leaders within the
homelands to create ethnic machines. In the successor states many
leaders of regional governments have turned to ethnic strategies as
a way to save these machines and to improve the chances of their
own survival in a rapidly changing political environment.

SOVIET FEDERALISM AND THE CREATION OF ETHNIC MACHINES

These federal institutions are the product of the Bolsheviks’
attempt to accommodate the homelands of many minorities within
a common state ruled by the Communist Party.4 The Bolsheviks
came to power with a public commitment to recognize language-
based ethnic groups within a federal state. This socialist federation,
in the formulation of the Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia (Great So-
viet Encyclopedia), “differs radically from the bourgeois federa-
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tion,” for the former is “the state form for solving the national ques-
tion . . . [and] is based on the national-territorial principle” (1977,
vol. 27, p. 255). The territorial administrative structure of the Soviet
state recognized ethnic homelands as union republics, autonomous
republics, autonomous oblasts, and autonomous okrugs alongside
the oblasts (provinces) and raions (rural districts) of normal admini-
stration.5

Within each homeland the Soviet regime cultivated a new Com-
munist cadre drawn from the local ethnic group. This policy of indi-
genization (korenizatsiia) sought to tie the minorities to the Soviet
regime by populating the political and administrative posts of party
and state in these territories with cadres drawn from the homeland’s
titular ethnic group. In 1920 the People’s Commissar of Nationality
Affairs, Joseph Stalin, explained that to make Soviet power “near
and dear” to the minorities would require

that all Soviet organs in the border regions . . . should as far as
possible be recruited from the local people acquainted with the
manner of life, habits, customs, and language of the native popu-
lation; [and] that all the best people from the local masses should
be drawn into these institutions (Stalin 1953: 370–71).

These policies provided opportunities for nationalities representing
over 93 percent of the non-Russian population to create ethnically
distinct political elites within formally autonomous homelands. In
most homelands, this led to proportionate overrepresentation of the
titular nationality in party and state leadership posts. By the 1980s
this extended well beyond the most visible posts, such as each home-
land’s party first secretary, chairman of its Presidium, and chairman
of its Council of Ministers, to include lower levels of administration
and sensitive posts such as internal security (Hodnett 1978: 101–3,
377–78; Jones and Grupp 1984: 159–184).

Insofar as anyone within the homeland had access, this cadre
monopolized the mobilizational resources essential to sustained,
large-scale political action. The means of communications, particu-
larly the indigenous-language press and broadcast media, were mo-
nopolized through the homeland institutions controlled by this
cadre. Access to meeting places, such as auditoriums and public
squares within the homeland, was at the discretion of this cadre.
Public acts could avoid violent suppression only with the cadre’s
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approval. Thus with rare exception, this cadre alone determined
when the ethnic groups would be mobilized politically.

Within the homelands this cadre was also assigned the task of
creating a new official and monopolistic cultural elite. To create a
new culture that was national in form but socialist in content, these
indigenous cadres were responsible for recruiting and training an
ethnic intelligentsia to write their history, compose their ballads, and
teach their children. These policies sought to limit professional and
material rewards to the indigenous elite within official institutions
and to deny these rewards to all who remained outside the official
institutions. The homeland cadres presided over a dense network of
parallel institutions that controlled all aspects of professional life.6

Research of significance to the ethnic group and its homeland was
controlled by indigenous academies of sciences and universities.
Creative professionals such as writers, artists, or architects who
sought to disseminate their work under the cultural monopoly of the
regime were required to join the official unions of the homeland for
their respective professions. This official intelligentsia was assigned
a monopoly over the public expression of ethnic identity—that is, it
alone was permitted to define the ethnic markers that distinguish
the nationality in politics. These markers were then central to com-
municating the socialist message in national cultural forms and
propagandizing populations being brought into the modern sector.

A major consequence of these policies over the long term was
the creation of an ethnic machine within many homelands. The cad-
res controlled the most valuable material resource of the Soviet sys-
tem—entry into the intelligentsia. Indigenization opened career
opportunities throughout the administrative apparatus of the home-
land. Affirmative action expanded mobility opportunities for those
aspiring to positions within the professional strata and intelligentsia.
The creation of universities and academies of sciences in many
homelands dramatically expanded not only the number of trained
professionals within ethnic groups, but also the number of profes-
sional positions reserved for the minorities, often elevating titular
nationalities to privileged positions in higher education and profes-
sional employment within their homelands. By the 1980s these in-
cluded the first secretary of the homeland’s union of writers,
president of its academy of sciences, rectors of its principal univer-
sities, and most openings in the homeland’s most prestigious edu-
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cational institutions (Hodnett 1978; Jones and Grupp 1984). For ex-
ample, whereas Georgians constituted 67 percent of their republic’s
population in 1970 (and approximately the same proportion of the
college-age cohort), they constituted 83 percent of the student body
of the republic’s institutions of higher education (Parsons 1982: 554).
Similarly, although Moldovans constituted under two-thirds of the
total population of their republic in the mid-1980s, they were at least
80 percent of the student body in the law and business schools of
Kishinev State University, the republic’s leading educational institu-
tion. Commenting on the rapid upward mobility of the Uzbek popu-
lation within their republic, Lubin contends that the Central Asians
“tend to hire ‘their own’ first” (1981: 283). The indigenous cadres
used these highly valuable positions to create a loyal clientele and
an ethnic political machine filled with loyal retainers.

REGIME CHANGE AND THE THREAT TO REGIONAL ETHNIC MACHINES

The ethnic machines were designed to support politicians and
their strategies within the administrative politics of the Soviet polity.
That is, politicians developed these machines in the context of
authoritarian (nondemocratic) politics—not to deliver votes from
the local electorate since such votes could not remove or save local
leaders. Nonetheless, these machines gave local leaders the power
to inflict costs on those who could remove them—their superiors in
the union republic and all-union party leaderships. These costs in-
cluded scuttling implementation of the policies of the center since
the indigenous cadres and intelligentsia were the local extensions of
Soviet administration. These costs included the ability to mobilize
protest and even unrest within the region. The center could not
easily replace an entire ethnic machine since the policy of indigeni-
zation was predicated on the monopolistic role of the official elite
and the suppression of alternative ethnic elites. Central intervention
might require calling in Russians to reconstruct the indigenous po-
litical elite. For example, when Mikhail Gorbachev sought to uproot
the extensive (and unacceptably corrupt) Kazakh machine created
by Dinmukhamed Kunaev, he had to appoint Gennadi Kolbin as first
secretary of Kazakhstan; one consequence was days of demonstra-
tions and riots in the streets of Alma-Ata by Kazakhs.
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Because these machines developed within an authoritarian pol-
ity, control over the homeland administration by the indigenous
cadre was guaranteed by Moscow and the ethnic machines did not
need to deliver votes in elections. As a consequence, cadres and
machines who controlled a homeland could limit their constituen-
cies to a minority of the homeland population. Indeed as Table 2
shows, in twenty-seven of thirty-five autonomous republics, autono-
mous oblasts, and autonomous okrugs, the senior titular nationality
was a minority in the homeland’s population. For example, in Ab-
khazia, with Moscow’s support against Georgian resistance, Ab-
khazes, who constituted 17.8 percent of the population, held half of
the city and raion party first secretaries and two-thirds of the repub-
lic’s ministers and miraculously “won” 41 percent of the seats in the
republic’s parliament or Supreme Soviet (Dale 1993: 49).

Two threats have shaken these ethnic machines in the late So-
viet and post-Soviet periods. The first was the threat of democrati-
zation under Gorbachev, and the second was the loss of their patrons
in Moscow following the breakup of the Soviet Union. These
changes in political regimes elicited defensive responses from many
leaders of ethnic homelands. The responses were conditioned by the
nature of the regime changes and the implications of these changes
for the political survival of the ethnic cadres and their ethnic ma-
chines. Indeed the following three propositions describe the pattern
of responses in the successor states:7

[1] A regional leader’s decision to play the ethnic card is constrained by
the structure of accountability and support from the regional leader’s
principals.

Five post-Soviet scenarios can be arrayed along a continuum
according to whether they have been more likely to lead a regional
leader to play the ethnic card and whether they have tended to lead
to more extreme demands for expanded regional decision-making
prerogatives predicated on the unique rights of the titular ethnic
group within the region:

· First, where regional leaders are still appointed by central officials
and continue to enjoy support from those officials—and where
attempts to mobilize independent support within the ethnic com-
munity are likely to erode that central support—regional politi-
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Table 2

Major Titular Nationality as Proportion of Homeland Population, 1979
(Percent)

Proportion Proportion

Autonomous Republics Autonomous Oblasts

Abkhaz 17.1 Adygei 21.4
Bashkir 24.3 Gorno-Altai 29.2
Buryat 23.0 Jewish 5.4
Chechen-Ingush 47.8 (Chechens) Khakass 11.5
Chuvash 68.4 Karachai-Cherkess 28.2 (Karachais)
Dagestani 24.5 (Avars) Nagorno-Karabakh 75.9 (Armenians)
Kabardino-Balkar 45.0 (Kabardinians) South Ossetian 66.4
Kalmyk 41.5 Autonomous Okrugs
Karakalpak 31.1 Agyn Buryat 52.0
Karelian 11.1 Chukchi 9.0
Komi 25.4 Evenki 20.3
Mari 43.5 Khanti-Mansi 3.2
Mordvinian 34.2 Komi-Permyak 61.4
North Ossetian 50.5 Koryak 22.6
Tatar 47.6 Nenets 12.8
Tuvinian 60.5 Taimyr 16.5
Udmurt 32.1 Ust-Ordyn Buryat 34.4
Yakut 36.9 Yamalo-Nenets 16.0

Sources: Russia (1985, 1986). Excluded from this count are Ajaria, Gorno-Badakhshan, and Nakhichevan, which were homelands
for subdivisions of the larger ethnic group of the republic.



cians have tended to eschew the ethnic card. In these situations
attempts to play the ethnic card shorten a regional leader’s tenure,
so such attempts are deterred. For example, stable authoritarian
regimes, such as Islam Karimov’s autocracy in Uzbekistan, have
maintained the hierarchical Soviet-era administrative apparatus;
in an environment such as this, governments of homelands like
the Karakalpak Republic within Uzbekistan have little incentive
to play a strong ethnic hand (Harris 1994: 196).

· Second, in an interesting variant of the first situation, appointees
can prolong their tenure of office by building support within their
region; these regional officials have an incentive to engage in
some mobilization of support without losing sight of their ulti-
mate accountability to the central state leaders. In these situations
(an example cited above in this essay would be the late Soviet
system) leaders hope to build a regional constituency that can
impose costs on the central leadership and deter some central
actions to remove them. For example, in Kazakhstan regional
leaders of provinces with a Russian majority have had to keep an
eye on Almaty when championing Russian rights and regional
autonomy because President Nursultan Nazarbaev can remove
those who go too far.

· Third, where regional officials are elected regionally or depend in
some other way on regional support for their continuation in of-
fice, and that constituency is multiethnic, they tend to engage in
moderate efforts to mobilize support within the titular ethnic
community. These leaders are cross-pressured: On the one hand,
regional leaders use the ethnic card to cement loyalties within
their own ethnic group but risk losing members of the coalition
constituency that supports them in office; on the other hand, fail-
ure to play the ethnic card risks losing significant parts of the
titular ethnic group to competing ethnic entrepreneurs in the re-
gion. Such cross-pressured regional leaders are likely to choose
compromise strategies. For example, in Ukraine “the elected or-
gans of local government in eastern and southern oblasti have
exercised caution in their relations with the central authority in
Kiev, officially distancing themselves from the maximalist de-
mands of regionalist movements, while supporting the overall
aim of greater autonomy” (Solchanyk 1994: 60). The Donetsk ob-
last soviet in particular has pressed for a form of loose federation
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and for recognition of Russian as a state language of Ukraine but
has not endorsed the calls for separatism coming from several
Russian movements in the oblast.

· Fourth, where regional leaders are elected regionally or depend
in some other way on regional support for their continuation in
office but they do not enjoy extensive support outside the titular
nationality of the region, they are more likely to undertake strong
efforts to mobilize support within the ethnic community. Where
the titular nationality constitutes a majority (or near majority) of
the region’s population, such as the Tatars in Tatarstan, regional
leaders may rely on democratic elections (or nearly democratic
elections) to sustain their governments and may tolerate a form
of inclusive politics that grants political rights to other ethnic
groups. Where the titular nationality is itself a small minority,
these leaders must often rely on nondemocratic practices to sus-
tain themselves and may turn to exclusionary policies that reserve
key political posts to the titular nationality. For example, by resist-
ing fair elections the leadership of the Chukchi autonomous okrug
has maintained its hold on local power despite the 93 percent
majority of its population that is not Chukchi. In Buryatia nation-
alist groups have urged revisions of the electoral laws and consti-
tution to guarantee Buryat control of the parliament and
presidency (Trud, 25 September 1992). In Khakassia the Associa-
tion of the People of Khakassia “Tun,” fearing the 79 percent Rus-
sian majority in the republic, urged revisions of the constitution
to guarantee the Khakass at least half of the seats in one house of
parliament and the posts of president, prime minister, and minis-
ter of culture (Izvestiia, 20 December 1991).

· Fifth, where regional leaders depend upon central support to sus-
tain them in office and central leaders seek to remove them, re-
gional leaders are likely to exert maximal effort to mobilize their
ethnic communities. For example, following President Zviad
Gamsakhurdia’s threat to the existence of both South Ossetia and
Abkhazia (with a threat to expel the entire Ossetian population),
the governments of each responded with a call to arms and civil
war against the central government of Georgia.

Thus the foremost constraint on (1) the regional leaders’ assess-
ment of the value of the ethnic card to their own survival and
(2) their opportunity to act upon that assessment is the rules of ac-
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countability. That is, the first-order constraint in each regional
leader’s decision to play the ethnic card is the nature of their princi-
pal—who can pose a credible threat to remove the regional leader.8

Other constraints, such as the demographic composition of the re-
gion, are secondary; these are important only in some subset of prin-
cipal-agent relations. None of this implies that all politicians will
choose strategies congruent with the rules of accountability (all re-
lationships were presented above in probabilistic language, such as
“tend to”), but those who choose incongruent strategies tend to be
selected out.

The rules of accountability can be characterized most simply as
centralized accountability (in which regional leaders are appointed
and removed by central leaders) and decentralized accountability (in
which regional leaders can be removed by constituents within the
region itself). In purest form these might be considered two hypo-
thetical end-points on a single continuum. These affect the motivation
of regional authorities to play the ethnic card. Under centralized
accountability post-Soviet regional leaders have used the ethnic card
to stay the hand of central leaders who might consider removing
them (by increasing the costs to the central leaders of removing the
regional leaders) or to support an attempt to escape the control of
threatening central authorities entirely. Under decentralized ac-
countability post-Soviet regional leaders have used the ethnic card
when they see the ethnic machine and exclusionary citizenship as
better guarantors of their survival than multiethnic support. Democ-
racy and divided central governments (decentralized variant) have
afforded the greatest opportunities for ethnic entrepreneurs. The Es-
tonian republic, the Russian deadlock between president and Con-
gress of Peoples’ Deputies, and the civil war in the capital of
Tajikistan, for example, have each given regional or local political
entrepeneurs opportunities to play the ethnic card.

[2] Changes over time in a regime’s rules of accountability for regional
leaders have been reflected in changes in their ethnic strategies.

Indeed the evolution of the Soviet regime prior to its collapse
illustrates how these changes in accountability elicited changes in
the behavior of regional officials. When regional leaders were de-
pendent on central appointment for their tenure of office (the cen-
tralized variant is a stylized description of the game under Stalin),
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ethnic mobilization to build independent bases of support brought
swift purges from the center and so was relatively uncommon. In the
late Brezhnev administration and until the introduction of competi-
tive elections under Gorbachev, regional leaders could use popular
support to impose some costs on the central leadership and so be-
came more widespread. Since 1990, where political competition has
been permitted, the election of regional leaders by regional constitu-
encies (decentralized variant) has elicited still more ethnic en-
trepreneurship.

The most important manifestation of this elicited change was
the rapid shift in strategies of the leaders of union republics and
other ethnic homelands during the demise of the Soviet state. The
official entrepreneurs in many of these ethnic communities, who at
the time of the demise of the Soviet Union became the most ardent
nationalists demanding independence and promoting the interests
of their ethnic communities, were previously loyal servants of the
Soviet state and Communist Party; previously many of these same
entrepreneurs had been the keys that ensured the continued subor-
dination of their ethnic communities to Moscow. Consider a still
more improbable case: after Tajikistan’s President Nabiev agreed in
late May 1992 to form a coalition government with democratic, na-
tionalist, and Islamic parties, some of his former hard-line Commu-
nist supporters began to press ethnic agendas in order to assert the
independence of their regions from the control of the central govern-
ment that they saw as threatening their continued rule. In Leninabad
oblast, the hard-liners threatened to secede from Tajikistan and join
the autocratic regime of Uzbekistan, legitimating their plans with the
claim that a high proportion of the region’s population was Uzbek
(Russian TV, 15 May 1992).9

Conversely, institutional changes that reduce the value of the
ethnic card have elicited a reversal of these ethnic strategies. Follow-
ing Russia’s presidential coup and constitutional referendum in late
1993, the shift of power toward the center and the clear willingness
of the Russian president to hold regional leaders accountable for any
threats to the unity of the Russian Federation led many of the latter
to moderate their ethnic claims on the center.

[3] Where ethnofederal administration gives regional leaders playing the
ethnic card a greater chance of survival, even a nonminority regional
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leader may play the ethnic card and seek recognition of the region as a
federally constituted ethnic homeland.

Among the more interesting twists in the behavior of regional
leaders is that Russian leaders of Russian-dominated regions within
the larger Russian-dominated state have begun acting much like
minority regional leaders—where their survival can be improved by
the ethnic card. Indeed the leader of the breakup of the Soviet Union
was not one of the minority leaders, but Boris Yeltsin, leading the
Russian state. Within Russia itself, many ethnic conflicts are being
invented on the spur of the moment with no cultural differences to
account for them. For example, leaders of Arkhangelsk oblast, ob-
lasts in the Urals, and Krasnoyarsk krai have demanded recognition
as ethnic communities, even though their communities are com-
posed principally of Russians, many of whom have only recently
moved to these regions. The leaders of Krasnoyarsk krai have at-
tempted a number of curious “ethnic” ploys, proposing that their
province be elevated to the status of an Enisei Republic (Izvestiia, 22
and 28 October 1991), that their province be “annexed” as a home-
land by the minuscule Evenki minority contained within it, and that
their province be joined with other members of the so-called “Sibe-
rian people” in a Siberian Republic (Sibirskaia gazeta, 23–24 June 1992;
Rossiiskaia gazeta, 17 November 1992; Radio Rossii, 24 March 1992;
Izvestiia, 27 March 1992).10

AGENDAS OF REGIONAL ETHNIC MACHINES

Playing the ethnic card often means seeking the means to sus-
tain the ethnic machine that keeps a regional leader in office. As a
consequence, even though the ethnic agendas of regional leaders
have included both expressive and material issues, they tend to give
primary emphasis to acquiring the means to dispense material and
career payoffs to their loyal followers. This is particularly true in
their confrontations with the central authorities that have been most
likely to lead to severe conflict. The following two propositions de-
scribe the agendas that have defined the ethnic card:
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[4] In order to expand the resources available for ethnic entrepreneur-
ship, regional leaders tend to emphasize issues that shift control over
resources from the central state to the regional administration.

In the confrontation with the central state the ethnic agendas of
regional leaders tend to stress instrumental concerns that focus on
revenue-capturing opportunities. That is, regional leaders tend to
focus the ethnic agenda on those objectives that will expand the
resources at their control and so give them the wherewithal for se-
lective incentives to maintain themselves in power. For example, top
on the list of demands from republics in drafting the Federal Treaty
was regional control over land and natural resources. The treaty,
signed in March 1992, provided that “the land, minerals, water, flora,
and fauna” on the territory of each republic belongs to the people
living in that territory (ITAR-TASS, 14 March 1992; Izvestiia, 1 April
1992). Tolz observes that the demands of Sakha’s (Yakutia) leader-
ship “is a good illustration of a region of the Russian Federation that
wants more autonomy for purely economic, rather than [nationalist]
reasons . . . control over profits from diamond mining and produc-
tion is behind the republic’s campaign for more rights” (1993: 7).

In order to maximize their entrepreneurial opportunities, re-
gional leaders tend to prefer those redistributive policies (between
center and region) that expand their own discretion in the use of
revenues. When confronted with alternative policies carrying simi-
lar monetary value for the region, regional leaders tend to prefer
those that give them greater discretion in the distribution of funds
and so greater opportunity to distribute selective incentives (see
Bates 1981: 5). Thus regional leaders have pressed particularly hard
for retention of taxes collected in their regions; this increases their
discretion in disbursing funds and selecting those who are to be
rewarded. Regional leaders have opposed the old system of sending
all taxes to the center for reallocation through centrally controlled
bureaucracies operating directly in the regions; this bypassed re-
gional leaders and deprived them of support-building opportuni-
ties. In addition, regional leaders have demanded ownership of local
productive assets, preferring this to equivalent or even greater sub-
ventions from the center.

Concern with preserving ethnic machines has meant that the
ethnic agendas of regional leaders tend to give precedence to the
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needs of the part of the ethnic community residing within the region
over the needs of the larger ethnic community. The agendas of re-
gional leaders often poorly serve the needs of the ethnic community
as a whole in whose name the agenda is advanced. In many in-
stances, a significant portion of the ethnic community, which lives
outside “its” region, is excluded from the benefits of the new ethnic
politics; indeed the welfare of the co-ethnics outside the region may
even suffer if they become victimized in retaliation for the actions
taken by the region. For example, two-thirds of Russia’s Tatars live
outside Tatarstan, and the leadership of that republic has been criti-
cized for its limited concern for their oppressed brethren outside the
republic’s borders. In Moldova, as Socor notes,

More than two-thirds of Moldova’s Russians (and the same pro-
portion of its Ukrainians) live on the right bank of the Dniester
outside the area seized by the left bank insurgents since the be-
ginning of the year. These large concentrations of Russians and
partially Russified Ukrainians neither supported the left bank in-
surgents nor (except for the nearly defunct communist Interfront)
backed up the charges by left bank Russians and Moscow that
Moldova had been violating the rights of the “Russian-speaking”
population (1993: 15).

Despite its claim to represent the prerogatives of Moldova’s Slavic
population, the Transdniestrian leadership has apparently ex-
pended far less energy to build support among the country’s right-
bank Russians than among the non-Russians residing on the left
bank.

[5] The regional leader’s agenda on center-to-region redistribution is
constrained by the resource base of the region.

Claims to autonomy come more forcefully from those regional
leaders who sit atop valuable resource bases—examples are Sakha
and Tatarstan. A survey in Rossiiskaia gazeta (17 November 1992)
showed that popular and elite support for autonomy was stronger
in regions of greater natural wealth; support was significantly lower
where the homeland economy was heavily dependent on subsidies
from the center (also see Kommersant, 16–23 March 1992). For exam-
ple, leaders of the Tuva republic have resisted demands of the Tu-
vinian Popular Front for a referendum on independence: “The
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overwhelming majority of deputies not in favor pointed out that 90%
of Tuva’s budget consisted of subsidies from Moscow. None of
Tuva’s leaders supported the republic’s secession from the Russian
Federation” (Izvestiia, 18 September 1992).

CONSEQUENCES OF LIBERALIZATION

The process of transforming a command economy in the Soviet
successor states—not to be confused with the ethnic consequences
of a fully developed market economy—has influenced the processes
of ethnic entrepreneurship described in the previous section in at
least two ways. First, liberalization has led to the disintegration of
centralized ownership of productive assets and has provided many
new opportunities for regional officials to seize those assets that will
generate appropriable rents. Second, liberalization has weakened
many institutions that compete with the regional officials for loyal-
ties and has left regional officials in a stronger position to build loyal
constituencies by dispensing appropriated rents. As a consequence,
the process of liberalization has actually strengthened the hand of
the homeland leaders. It must be reiterated, however, that these in-
fluences are secondary to the influence of changes in the rules of
accountability described in the previous section. The evidence for
the influences of economic liberalization is relatively sparse and the
causal connection more speculative.

Perhaps the single most important observation in considering
this relationship is that during this period of economic liberalization,
regional officials with ethnic agendas tend to crowd out or dominate
the alternatives within their respective regions. That is, regional of-
ficials playing the ethnic card tend to eclipse alternative political
entrepreneurs from “above” who seek to build loyalties in the region
to the larger state, political entrepreneurs “within” the ethnic com-
munity who seek to challenge the leadership of regional officials,
and political entrepreneurs “alongside” the ethnic community who
offer alternative particularistic communities as foci for loyalties. Re-
gional officials tend to attract followers from nonethnic entrepre-
neurs, such as class entrepreneurs who seek to weld transethnic
alliances of workers, or from alternative ethnic entrepreneurs who
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press different agendas. Indeed the success of the regional officials
forces others in the region and ethnic community to identify them-
selves principally in relationship to the agenda of these officials.
Many bandwagon, joining the larger movement or at least shaping
their agendas to correspond to that of the officials; others reshape
their agendas as explicit alternatives to that of these officials. Either
way, the regional entrepreneur-officials become the focal point
around which others define themselves and their own agendas. In
this section I will offer a stylized description of how economic liber-
alization has contributed to this phenomenon of “crowding out” the
alternatives in each region by the regional officials of the Soviet
successor states.

CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATION: COMPETITION AMONG POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS

Regional officials compete with other political entrepreneurs
for support within the population by offering programs of collective
action that often benefit individuals with some markers but not oth-
ers. Entrepreneurs compete with one another not only by appealing
to different individuals, but often by appealing to the same individu-
als on the basis of the same or different markers. These competing
programs identify aggregates of markers that define the ethnic com-
munity in different ways and that offer alternatives to ethnicity
(such as class or gender) as the basis for collective action.

A microcosmic illustration of the competition among alternative
programs of mobilization can be found in Dagestan—a multiethnic
republic located on Russia’s border with Azerbaijan. The peoples of
this republic are the targets of competing political entrepreneurs who
offer at least five different bases for mobilization. Ethnic entrepreneurs
who seek to mobilize individual groups such as the Kumyk, Lezgins,
and Nogai compete with entrepreneurs who seek to mobilize the
so-called “peoples of Dagestan” as one. Still others, such as the Con-
federation of the Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus, seek to bind all
so-called “mountain peoples” in a North Caucasus federal republic.
All three of these compete with entrepreneurs offering Islamic, in-
terethnic programs of collective action, on the one hand, and with
those who attempt to cultivate an identity as peoples of Russia (Ros-
siiane), on the other (Ormrod 1993: 463–66, 469–71).
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In the process of mobilizing followers into collective action,
ethnic entrepreneurs compete for supporters’ time and resources; it
is important to stress that the objective is not simply to win support-
ers’ loyalties and build identities, but also to gain a tangible commit-
ment of future resources.11 Ethnic entrepreneurs compete for these
constituents by offering both expressive and material incentives to
potential followers.12 The expressive agendas may simply raise sym-
bolic issues such as a national flag, emblem, or city names, but may
involve broader promises of imagined communities (Anderson 1991:
6, 67–82). Material incentives often entail offers of special access to
scarce resources such as government jobs or state expenditures.
These are frequently redistributive, shifting material resources
among social groups such as ethnic groups.

LIBERALIZATION AND THE ADVANTAGES OF REGIONAL LEADERS

In this competition, regional officials have tended to attract
more followers than alternative political entrepreneurs and to crowd
out their competitors within the region because their posts give them
resources unavailable to others. Liberalization of the post-Soviet
economies has tended to increase this advantage. Specifically, in a
competition among political entrepreneurs where all seek similar
commitments of time and resources from followers and make
equally attractive expressive and material promises, rational poten-
tial followers are more likely to invest time and resources in political
entrepreneurs who offer (1) higher likelihood of success in fulfilling
their promises, (2) greater selective material incentives to joiners,
and (3) lower transaction costs of joining. In each of these three con-
ditions influencing success, regional officials have had an advan-
tage. Liberalization increases this advantage by creating new
opportunities to capture rents that can in turn be used by regional
leaders to lower the transaction costs and to raise the selective bene-
fits to supporters (Tullock 1967; Krueger 1974; Tollison 1982).13

[6] In the competition among ethnic entrepreneurs, regional officials
have tended to enjoy an advantage because their competitors can usually
offer only expressive incentives.
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In the competition among post-Soviet political entrepreneurs
expressive incentives have been trumped by material incentives due
to three characteristics of the former. First, expressive incentives
have been more easily coopted or matched by competitors than ma-
terial benefits in a bidding process of ethnic “me-too-ism,” while
material benefits have not been so easily matched (except at the level
of promises).14 The alacrity with which former Communist Party
first secretaries embrace the symbols of their ethnic competitors is
indeed dazzling: Eduard Shevardnadze has reportedly converted to
Orthodox Christianity and “greets visitors seated beneath an icon”
(Clogg 1994: 4). Boris Yeltsin similarly uses the symbols of Ortho-
doxy and tsardom to fulfill the expressive expectations of many Rus-
sians. Thus ethnic entrepreneurs out of power are often frustrated
when the regional leaders “steal” their expressive issues. Where re-
gional leaders have embraced the symbolism of the ethnic commu-
nity, such as renaming the region and its cities or proclaiming an
official state language, they have deprived their competition of im-
portant issues (Hyman 1993: 294).

Second, the authors of imagined communities who gain adher-
ents do not necessarily take these away from others; they often sim-
ply profit from the remarkably expansive human imagination, which
can grow to embrace ever more people. In other words, in the com-
petition among post-Soviet political entrepreneurs the process of
identity formation is not always zero-sum, while the process of gain-
ing commitments of time and resources is more nearly so. Commu-
nities such as believers, co-nationals, sisters and brothers, and others
often coexist in the imagination and more have been added as indi-
viduals’ intellectual horizons expand. Yet the decisive objective in
the competition among post-Soviet political entrepreneurs is to in-
duce individuals to reallocate portions of their time and resources
from other purposes, and individuals’ time and resources are not so
expansive as their imaginations; tangible commitments to new
causes must often come at the expense of other purposes. Thus eth-
nic entrepreneurs out of power who succeed in winning converts to
their imagined communities have not always found that this identity
leads to collective action in competition with the regional leaders.
For example, as some observers (e.g., Hyman 1993: 296–98; Rumer
1993: 93) note, despite the rise of Islamic and pan-Turkic conscious-
ness in Central Asia, these do not seriously rival the state as a basis
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for collective action in politics. In this volume, Georgi Derluguian
discusses why linguistic rather than religious appeals to ethnic iden-
tity have proven far more successful since the Soviet Union began.

Third, expressive incentives have been less effective at eliciting
commitments of individual effort because they are more likely to
entail public goods—at least for members of the ethnic community.
Expressive agendas, such as language legislation, often cannot ex-
clude individual members of the ethnic community who do not sup-
port the cause. Smart prospective members of the community are
likely to free ride rather than allocate time and resources to the cause
(Olson 1965).15 The Soviet successor states have spawned countless
associations that have offered solely expressive incentives, and these
have largely remained on the periphery of politics, unable to gain
commitments of time and resources from the ethnic community they
target.

[7] In the competition among ethnic entrepreneurs, regional officials
have tended to enjoy an advantage because they can offer greater mate-
rial incentives.

When political entrepreneurs make equally attractive promises
and equal demands for time and resources, rational individuals are
more likely to allocate time and resources to causes that in addition
offer selective material incentives in exchange for support.16 That is,
in this competition to get individuals to reallocate their time and
resources, those political entrepreneurs who only create imagined
communities are likely to fail when competing with entrepreneurs
offering selective material rewards on top of their own imagined
communities. Post-Soviet regional officials have tended to prevail
over their competitors when they have been able to convert the local
state apparatus into a giant patronage-distributing mechanism,
packed jobs in the regional administrative apparatus with their loyal
followers, and converted local offices of the state into mechanisms
for close contact with their supporters. The importance of material
incentives in building and maintaining support is illustrated by the
case of the Dniester Republic in eastern Moldova. Socor (1993: 15)
asks why it enjoys such strong support from its population, while
the majority of Russians and Ukrainians in the other parts of Mol-
dova seem to be relatively indifferent. The answer appears to be the
massive selective incentives offered to its supporters within its ter-
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ritory: the Dniester Republic continues to maintain salaries, social
benefits, and military pay at high levels, despite the collapse of the
local economy. Moreover, this patronage has apparently also won
the loyalty of part (perhaps even a majority) of Transdniestria’s Mol-
dovan population as well.17

In rare circumstances, competitors outside the state have the
assets to provide extensive material incentives and have challenged
the regional leaders. An illustration of this unusual circumstance is
the successful candidacy of Kirsan Iliumzhinov for the presidency
of Kalmykia. Drawing on his own enormous wealth (and perhaps
the financial backing of the Yeltsin government), he personally sub-
sidized milk and bread prices in the capital (Elista) during the cam-
paign, lavished enormous payments on his followers, and promised
$100 to each citizen from his personal fortune (ITAR-TASS, 22 Feb-
ruary 1993; Izvestiia, 13 April 1993). Normally private citizens have
not been able to offer such incentives, and the regional leaders who
control the state apparatus have had an advantage in offering selec-
tive incentives to followers.

In addition, regional leaders have enjoyed an advantage over
their competitors in their ability to minimize the transaction costs
for individuals who receive these benefits. In the political realm
collective action is constrained by the costs of organizing and joining
(Moe 1984; McCubbins and Sullivan 1987).18 In post-Soviet politics
these transaction costs include the time and resources spent by po-
tential followers simply locating and contacting alternative political
entrepreneurs (time and resources that could otherwise be given to
the political entrepreneurs) and the time and resources spent by the
political entrepreneurs attempting to identify followers (time and
resources that could be spent buying their support). Regional offi-
cials have relied on the deep and broad reach of regional administra-
tion to make their ethnic machines (like the Soviet regime before it)
the most accessible ethnic organization in the region. Moreover,
many regional officials have used the coercive powers of regional
governments to erect obstacles to the activities of their competitors
and so raise the transaction costs associated with offering commit-
ments of time and resources to their causes.
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[8] The process of economic liberalization has strengthened the advan-
tage of regional officials by increasing the demand for their material
benefits and weakening alternative providers of these.

The process of dismantling the Soviet command economy has
brought a depression that makes the resources dispensed by the
regional state administration ever more valuable: potential followers
offer greater commitments of their own time and resources to ac-
quire these. For example, the flocking of unemployed youths to back
their regional leaders in showdowns with the central authorities is
a common phenomenon. Economic liberalization in the Soviet suc-
cessor states has weakened centrally controlled institutions far more
than regional administrations; some of the rise of ethnopolitics in the
post-Soviet period is a consequence of the collapse of alternative
sources of these material rewards. For example, the rise of regional
officials has been aided by the weakening of class entrepreneurs.
Soviet-era trade unions, which dispensed enormous social benefits
to employees, had the opportunity to build a loyal clientele, but
privatization of the economy, particularly the privatization of hous-
ing, and the collapse of the social safety net have in many instances
reduced the set of resources that trade unions could dispense as
selective incentives. During the transition—conditions that differ
markedly from those of a fully developed market economy—older,
Soviet-era institutions that used to dispense material benefits, such
as ministries and so-called “public organizations,” have declined
more rapidly than new post-Soviet sources have emerged. For ex-
ample, independent trade unions have relatively few selective bene-
fits to offer their followers. In short, a major consequence of
liberalization of the totalitarian regime is to break up alternative
centers of patronage at the same time the economic depression has
increased the demand for such material benefits. Where regional
administration is a strong building block of the state, the transition
from totalitarianism has increased the influence of regional ethnic
entrepreneurs. In a mob of political dwarves, even the political en-
trepreneur of modest stature appears to be a giant.
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CONCLUSION

This essay has addressed an issue which is at the heart of this
volume: while developed market economies may be associated with
low levels of ethnic conflict, the initiation of the transition to market
economics from various forms of state welfarism at the end of the
twentieth century has been associated with extremely violent ethnic
conflict. I have argued that in the Soviet successor states this asso-
ciation is real but secondary and coincidental to the major cause of
the recent rise of ethnic conflict—the fight among officials within the
successor state administrations over the division of decision-making
authority. Economic liberalization has added additional spoils over
which to fight and has given regional officials new advantages in
their competition with central authorities and alternative political
entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, the influence of economic liberalization
on this ethnic conflict should be understood in the context of the
attempt of regional officials to survive in a rapidly changing political
environment by playing the ethnic card.

The relationship between economic liberalization and ethnic
conflict is of course not unidirectional, and in the long term the latter
may come to limit the former. Indeed the analysis in this essay sug-
gests that the political uses of economic liberalization by regional
officials may prevent the consolidation of market economies in the
Soviet successor states; while the acts of regional leaders speed along
the disintegration of central control over the economy, these acts also
concentrate control over productive assets in the hands of politicians
at the regional level. We may see one integrated command economy
replaced by many smaller mercantilist economies with strong pa-
tronage-based welfare policies. Ironically post-Soviet ethnic politics
may prove to be the death of the very economic liberalization that
nourished it.
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NOTES

 1. By my count the total is at least 1,308. This counts all ethnic groups with
over 50,000 members and counts each appearance of such ethnic groups in
different states as a basis for a separate set of interethnic dyads. The list of
armed conflicts is taken from Wallensteen and Axell (1993); that of major
crises, from the agendas of the UN Security Council and the Council on
Security and Cooperation in Europe. The former was updated to include
events in 1994, specifically the Chechen war.

 2. For an illustration of the importance of administrative sponsorship, see the
difference between the campaigns for autonomy in the Donbass and the
Crimea (Solchanyk 1994). For the argument that this reliance on preexisting
federal administrations is only a first stage in the course of post-Soviet
ethnopolitics, see Szajkowski (1993: 172); note, however, that almost all of
Szajkowski’s examples are actually drawn from federal administrations.

 3. Some analysts have noted the multiethnic character of the leadership of
several republics that have been unusually assertive and questioned
whether it is appropriate to label this whole phenomenon “ethnic” politics;
see Kolstø et al. (1993).

 4. I develop the themes of this subsection in greater detail in Roeder (1991).

 5. The monographic studies of any number of ethnic groups catalog the end-
less list of grievances against this or that territorial demarcation; this does
not undermine the point I have just made. In light of the poorly demarcated
borders of traditional homelands and the competing claims to many lands
lying between homelands, it was inevitable that many groups would be
aggrieved.

 6. See, for example, Loeber (1968: 133–45) and Vakar (1956: 150–51).

 7. Each of the propositions in this paper is a ceteris paribus statement about
modal behavior. I have not attempted to exhaust the constraints on ethnic
entrepreneurship, but to offer a conceptual framework in which further
propositions could be developed. To be “progressive” such extensions
would ask how these other constraints affect the survival prospects of
regional officials.

 8. For a discussion of this conception of accountability, see Roeder (1994).

 9. In Kulyab oblast, hard-liners threatened to create an independent state but
did not press a nationalist agenda (ITAR-TASS, 23 May 1992). Similarly,
much of the initial organizing of movements for regional autonomy in the
Donbass and Novorossiia was inspired by oblast Communist Party leaders
who feared losing their positions in an independent Ukraine (Izvestiia, 19
September and 16 October 1991).

10. Similarly, the leaders of Transcarpathia oblast in the Ukraine, a region in
which Ukrainians constitute 78.4 percent of the population, have used the
presence of Hungarian and Ruthenian minorities to justify claims to re-
gional autonomy (Solchanyk 1994: 61–63).
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11. The larger model of which this essay is an application distinguishes iden-
tity-formation (in which individuals develop an awareness that one’s mark-
ers tie one to others in a group) and mobilization (in which individuals
with common markers join in collective action). It begins from the assertion
that the outcomes of attempts at ethnic mobilization are not predetermined
by preexisting identities.

12. I should stress that I am not advancing the usual instrumentalist argument
that political entrepreneurs offer only material incentives. My larger pur-
pose in the model that lies behind this essay is to help extricate political
science from the debate between primordialists and instrumentalists. This
debate is a familiar one: primordialists (e.g., Connor 1972, Geertz 1963)
focus on the fixed cultural markers of individuals to explain ethnic politics.
Instrumentalists (e.g., Glazer and Moynihan 1975) focus on the ethnic
choices that individuals make in the political realm. These approaches lead
to different predictions about the sorts of issues that should give rise to
ethnic conflict, the types of ethnic groups that should emerge, and the
agendas that they are likely to press. My project begins from the proposition
that from the perspective of political science, this is a sterile debate and
that we did ourselves a disservice by importing it into our discipline. As
political scientists, we appreciate that both sorts of issues are expressed
through politics. To bring ethnic politics into the discipline of political
science we need some alternative perspective to give us a rigorous ap-
proach.

13. A rent is defined in the technical literature as “a return in excess of a
resource owner’s opportunity cost” (Tollison 1982: 575) but in more com-
mon parlance refers to the amount a monopoly can earn by charging a price
above what would have prevailed in a competitive market. Opportunities
to capture rents can be artificially contrived by a state that restricts com-
petition with such mechanisms as state-licensed monopolies or restrictive
import licenses.

14. As in the case of expressive incentives promises of future material rewards
are easily matched and coopted. Since competing entrepreneurs make
equally inflated promises about the state of affairs that will follow when
their imagined communities are reified, entrepreneurs cannot count on the
promise of benefits from an imagined community alone to gain the com-
mitment of time and resources to their cause. In addition, the benefits of
imagined communities are often public goods. When faced by competing
entrepreneurs offering equally attractive public goods, potential followers
must receive some additional incentive to allocate their scarce time and
resources to one entrepreneur or the other.

15. As Chong argues in his study of the American civil rights movement, no
matter whether one describes these situations as prisoners’ dilemmas or
assurance games, in collective action, particularly in the initial stages, “the
danger is that everyone will stand around waiting for others to pay the
heavy start-up costs needed to initiate the process” (1991: 118).
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16. This is different from the argument of Hechter, Friedman, and Appelbaum
(1982: 421) that collective action will only occur to the degree that free
riding is prevented through the production of private rewards and punish-
ments. Indeed individuals can be prevented from free riding by expressive
rewards that are positively correlated with belonging (see Wilson 1974, on
solidaristic incentives), but in a competitive environment those expressive
rewards can be matched by other ethnic entrepreneurs. The proposition of
Hechter, Friedman, and Appelbaum must be reformulated.

17. According to one Scandinavian investigator, as much as 70 percent of the
ethnic Moldovan population within Transdniestria also supports the re-
gional regime (Kolstø et al. 1993: 986).

18. The analysis of transaction costs originated in economics with Coase’s
(1937) observation that complex production processes involve transactions
(exchanges) among owners of various inputs and that alternative forms of
organization can make these transactions more or less costly. The impor-
tance of transaction costs in ethnic mobilization has been illustrated by the
tendency of new movements to mobilize preexisting organizations, much
as the U.S. civil rights movement used African-American churches (Ober-
schall 1973; McAdam 1982; Morris 1984). Transaction costs are also cited
as an important reason that organizations are more likely to emerge within
rather than across language groups: by facilitating communication among
members, a common language lowers transaction costs (Laitin 1986: 11).
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NATIONAL CONFLICT INTERNALIZED:
A DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF THE FALL

OF THE FIRST RUSSIAN REPUBLIC

Michael Urban

Ordinarily the concept of ethnic or national conflict connotes a
hostile relationship that has developed between or among different
ethnic or national groups. This study, however, concerns a national
conflict within a single group or, perhaps more precisely, between
various groups laying mutually exclusive claims to represent a sin-
gle nation, Russia. Its focus falls on a particular stage of the ongoing
process of national identity construction in that country (roughly
from the failed coup d’état of August 1991 to the successful one of
September–October 1993 that ended Russia’s first republic and pre-
pared the way for Boris Yeltsin’s constitution and the inauguration
of a second one), a process transpiring under conditions fundamen-
tally different from those obtaining in other post-Communist socie-
ties. Although Russia might share with them the urge to remove from
its national life all traces and reminders of the Communist epoch, it
also faces a unique predicament in this respect. For other post-Com-
munist societies, the disassociation of communism from national
identity has been facilitated by a background understanding that
communism had never been “our” doing in the first place. Ultimate
responsibility for the crimes inflicted and the damage done in its
name belongs not to the nation itself but to those who had forcibly
imposed it—namely, another nation, Russia. Consequently, insofar
as communism had been experienced in East European countries or
in the non-Russian republics of the former Soviet Union as Russian
tutelage, culpability for the past does not rest with the nation itself.

Russia’s situation is unique in this respect. There a discourse of
national identity would forfeit from the outset the possibility of con-
structing some other nation to which might be assigned the blame for

108



the immediate past. As a result, this culpability has invaded the code
of domestic political communication, infusing it with the
Manichaean logic of unqualified nationalism. In this context, the
content of quotidian politics—conflict, bargaining, compromise, and
so forth—easily becomes entangled with the intractable issue of na-
tional identity, as parties to a particular conflict tend to construct
their opponents as enemies of the nation, and themselves, by impli-
cation, as its saviors. I wish to investigate this contest over national
identity as a specific set of discursive practices in which Russian
political actors participate. My methodological assumption in this
respect runs parallel to that anchoring the new historiography of the
French Revolution—namely, that the world of politics is built of
language and those within it become the objects not of blind histori-
cal forces but of the words that they themselves utter.1 Analysis of
the relevant discursive practices thus makes this world available to
us. From the point of view of their structure, these practices ap-
peared remarkably uniform across the Russian political spectrum,
amounting to a code that—at least for the period under re-
view—seemed broadly shared. That situation, however, was dis-
solved by the political violence of October 1993. Although a detailed
assessment of the forms of political discourse appearing in Russia in
the aftermath of those tragic and traumatic events would be beyond
the scope of this study, I shall conclude with a few words on that
subject.

In order to provide a bit of substance to a discussion about such
imperceptible things as discourse and identity—over which con-
stantly hangs the threat of runaway abstraction—let me begin by
introducing two vignettes that might illustrate concretely something
of the problem of identity formation as experienced by political sub-
jects in Russia during the period in question.

Sketch 1. A meeting on 8 July 1993—attended by some twenty
representatives of the Socialist Party of Working People, the Party of
Labor, and the United Social Democrats faction of the Social Demo-
cratic Party of Russia—called for the purpose of forming an electoral
bloc (tentatively called the United Democratic Left) that will field a
slate of candidates in elections expected in the coming months.
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First Speaker: . . . The bloc that we create here in Moscow can serve
as a model for others in the provinces and as a basis for forming
a [new] unified party.

Second Speaker: I agree with what’s been said. . . . But the word
“democratic” should not appear in the name of the bloc. The peo-
ple have tired of the word “democracy.” It has a bad connotation,
like “privatization.”

Third Speaker: In the West, everybody knows that “united demo-
cratic left” stands for those parties that are insignificant. We
shouldn’t use that name at all.

Fourth Speaker: . . . Let’s face it; what we really have in mind is a
democratic socialist party, but the word “socialist” is not attrac-
tive to people either.

Fifth Speaker: And the word “party”? That’s even worse!

A general discussion then ensues in which all permutations and
combinations of the terms—“united,” “left,” “democratic,” “social-
ist,” “party,” and so forth—are discarded as unsuitable for attracting
voters. The question of what the organization’s logo might include
is met with baffled silence. The meeting adjourns with the under-
standing that the bloc has been formed but without a name. A full
conference of the three organizations, called for the purpose of rati-
fying the new union, is tasked with devising a name and a logo for
it.

Sketch 2. An interview (15 July 1993) conducted by the present
writer with Vladimir Zharikhin, then a member of the Executive
Board of the People’s Party of Free Russia (PPFR), head of its Depart-
ment for Public Relations, and coordinator of public relations and
international ties for Civic Union, the larger coalition to which the
PPFR belonged.

Interviewer: Would you begin by describing the various electoral
coalitions that are now forming?

Zharikhin: There are a number of them, but in fact there are only
three real political forces in the country: the national-Communist
patriotic bloc, Civic Union, and Democratic Russia. I understand
that in a normal, developed political situation in Russia there
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would only be two—a left-center and a right-center—like the Re-
publicans and Democrats in the U.S. or Labour and Conservative
in England. One would accent questions of social security, and
the other would lean toward [classical] liberal values. We don’t
have this because of our radical right and extreme left, which, in
my view, would simply not be allowed to exist in a normal, civ-
ilized country. It’s an exoticism that exists because of Bolshevism.
Take the reformers, the radical part of Democratic Russia. Theirs
is a Bolshevik mentality.

Interviewer: The reformers?

Zharikhin: Yes. It is a classic variant of the ends justifying the
means, destroying everything for the sake of creating a new social
order, a purely Bolshevik thing which is not limited to Commu-
nist ideology. Ideology itself is not the main thing. In order to
achieve their aims, they use liberal ideology but remain Bolshe-
viks.

Interviewer: Well, you know that Democratic Russia also accuses
[your coalition] Civic Union of the same thing. They say that Civic
Union has been built on the base of the old nomenklatura, not just
a part of it, but the very heart of the Communist system, the
directors who controlled the entire economy.

Zharikhin: That’s funny. If you look at these people [who say that]
and the staff of the government and presidential team that they
support, you’ll see mainly that staff of the [old] CPSU. Yes, many
in Civic Union belonged to the CPSU, but that was required at
the time to work in their professions. We, too, defended the White
House [during the coup in 1991]!

Interviewer: Then what of your opponents on the other end of the
spectrum?

Zharikhin: Most of them call themselves Communists, but they’re
really fascists.

These short vignettes reflect a number of elements typical of
political language in Russia during the period between the coups.
Each illustrates to some degree the problem of representation. In the
first, the members of an electoral bloc are enthused about their new-

Fall of the First Russian Republic  111



found unity, appear to have a clear idea of their aims, but have no
vocabulary with which to name their project. They are unable to
represent their identity for fear that the other—in this case, the vot-
ers—would misconstrue it. They are convinced that if they were able
to communicate their “real” program to the public, they would rap-
idly attract broad support. But they are equally certain that whatever
name they might give to that coalition, campaigns for it would repel
would-be supporters. So they pass the problem to a full conclave of
their respective organizations, which would (somehow) untie that
knot, remaining, in the meantime, nameless.

The second sketch involves the converse problem of renaming.
In this respect, the projection of a given identity—here “democratic,”
“reformers”—is routinely rejected by the other to whom it has been
directed. In its stead the other supplies a new name. During the first
republic, the vogue had been to relabel the other “Communist” (or,
with even more invective, “Bolshevik”), thus appropriating and re-
versing the valence of that seminal marker inherited from the Soviet
past. “Communist” functioned as a universal tag of opprobrium
used by all against all—except, perhaps, against Communists them-
selves, for whom other names such as “fascists” or “lumpens” were
sometimes supplied—which prevented the formation of political
identities. President Yeltsin and his supporters had routinely re-
ferred to their opponents in the old Congress of People’s Deputies
and Supreme Soviet as “Communists,” just as the latter had regu-
larly applied this word or its equivalents to the president and those
associated with him.2 The “democrats” called their opponents
“Communists,” and that favor was generously returned.3 “Demo-
crats” have stigmatized fellow “democrats” in this way,4 just as those
outside the “democratic” camp have done the same to one another.5

Even avowed Communists were caught up in this name game, as
illustrated by a number of Communist groups that adopted openly
religious symbols, thereby disassociating the marker “Communist”
from the international proletarian movement and linking it instead
to Holy Russia.6

Under these circumstances, no political identity was able to
stabilize itself. Not only was its self-representation invalidated by
the other, who returned it to sender with the cancellation mark
“Communist” stamped prominently on it, but also its projection in
the first instance would have been conditioned by its claim of dis-
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tinction from, and opposition to, all others whom it regarded as
“Communist” in proportion to its distinction from, and opposition
to, them. Thus projecting their identities against a phantom
other—“Communists”—political subjects assumed their own phan-
tom identities. None was anchored in relationships of mutual recog-
nition that might establish and maintain the respective boundaries
of their “positive” identities. The absence of such a political matrix
within which competing identities could find mooring, the lack of
recognized places on a recognizable spectrum of political identities,
seemed to have encouraged political subjects to migrate toward that
grand cenotaph, Russia, where individual attempts at self-validation
could be cast in terms of some greater concept of nation. But the
collective product of these efforts actually made matters worse as
pragmatic orientations were overwhelmed by mythic notions re-
trieved from the past and the possibilities for political dialogue be-
came lost in a discordant chorus of claims pitched around competing
conceptions of national identity.

My discussion of the particular conditions and consequences
associated with the problem of identity formation is divided into
three parts. The first concerns the historical-cultural background that
frames the question of nation and state in Russia. Here the focus is
on the store of cultural “materials” inherited from the past that are
available to contemporary political actors endeavoring to (re)con-
struct a national identity. These materials admit to varying, even
opposing, interpretations. However, of even greater moment in this
process of identity formation appears to be the illocutionary interests
of the actors themselves, reflected in the manner in which they have
appropriated the language and symbols of the past in order to de-
ploy them against their opponents. The ensuing bouts of blame-lay-
ing in the name of the nation thereby foreclosed the possibility for
dialogue and, along with it, the possibility of making sense.

The second part explores the social conditions in which these
patterns of political communication appear. Schematically this sec-
tion develops the argument that the system of social repre-
sentations—suppressed if not extirpated during some seventy years
of communism— has remained both weak and confused. In compen-
sation, political actors tend to advance “strong” (but shallow) repre-
sentations that annex the category “national identity” and displace
it onto that of “particular interests.” This feature of political dis-
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course in post-Communist Russia appears to have followed from the
aspects of the communicative code evident during the first repub-
lic—in particular, from reciprocal nonrecognition of signifying oth-
ers and from accusations for what is commonly called national
“crisis” or “catastrophe” that are accomplished in the act of renam-
ing the other “Communist.” Not only did the reciprocal nonrecogni-
tion of identity claims deprive the discursive field of politics of
recognized subjects bearing recognized interests, but also in denying
recognition to the other, subjects constructed themselves in a particu-
lar way. By unmasking others as “Communists,” they presented
themselves as defenders of the nation, as bearers of the national
interest. This form of self-exculpation was secured, then, by de-
monizing the other, onto whom was projected culpability for the
discredited past.

In order to illustrate the function of this code in post-Commu-
nist Russian politics, the final part of this study applies the concepts
developed at a general level to a specific set of events that culmi-
nated in the violent end of the first republic. It outlines how the
system of representations in place had split systematically the Rus-
sian polity into hostile camps, occluding prospects for compromise
among the central players, thus turning disputes on constitutional
questions into a full-blown crisis that concluded with an insurrection
in the capital and its suppression by military force. My aim in this
section is not to provide an exhaustive explanation for the events in
question. Nor is it my intention to argue that the constitutional crisis
and the ensuing bloodshed have been “caused” by the particular
reconstruction of Russia’s post-Communist political discourse pre-
sented here. Rather my purpose is to provide a perspective on these
events that renders them comprehensible by locating them within
the phenomenal universe constructed by the discursive practices of
political actors themselves. In so doing, it becomes possible to re-
cover a layer of communicative action mediating this phenomenal
universe in which instrumental-strategic activities were embedded.
In the same way in which communicative action oriented toward
reaching understanding—as Jürgen Habermas has shown—enables
instrumental-strategic activities (in the extreme case, deception),7 so
it appeared in the Russian context that the root categories of the
prevailing discourse have disabled instrumental-strategic activities
ostensibly aimed at negotiation, compromise, and consensus. Such
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forms of strategic action were systematically subverted by a dis-
course of identity that binds its participants into a pattern of irre-
solvable conflict—“irresolvable” because within its categories the
instruments of resolution—assemblies, agreements, referenda, and
so forth—were reconstituted as weapons for the continuation of the
very struggle that they had been summoned to end.

HISTORICAL-CULTURAL BASES OF STATE AND NATION IN RUSSIA

One can scarcely imagine a more contested site for establishing
national identity than that bequeathed by Russia’s history. Prior to
1991, the Russian people had constituted the predominant group in
the empire and, thereafter, in the USSR. In either instance, however,
the political unit housing this people was not a nation-state. The
question of territorial boundaries, then, has long been ambiguous,
with Russia appearing as both larger than the lands on which lived
the Russians and at the same time smaller than the multinational
state that had included the Russian nation.8 Moreover, the social
construction of the Russian nation has historically paralleled the
indeterminacy of the state’s territorial boundaries. Beginning at least
with Petr Chaadaev’s famous Philosophical Letters (1830s), in which
the author claimed that precisely because Russia was a nation of
slaves whose achievements on the plane of world civilization
amounted to nil, God and history had in store for this people a
special mission of chiliastic proportions,9 Russian makers of symbol
and myth have repeatedly transformed the sense of inadequacy en-
gendered by contact with the West into a profusion of stories about
the coming greatness that it portends.10 Within this cultural context,
national inferiority sublimates itself onto something larger, usually
the alleged grandeur of empire, thereby displacing the shame of
inferiority that prompted the sublimation in the first instance.

Russian national consciousness, then, has taken extraordinary
forms. In the words of one commentator, it might best be described
as a longstanding “self-delusion” that has been finally interrupted
by the collapse of the USSR, which “stripped naked” the nation and
triggered an acute crisis of national identity.11 In the words of an-
other:
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For many centuries the Russian individual has been accustomed
[to thinking] that he [lives] within the borders of this huge state
[and that] he is the master of this empire. Today we willy-nilly
have ceased to feel ourselves to be the masters everywhere, but
it seems that we are unable to feel like masters even here at home
[in Russia].12

These two sets of remarks on the loss of empire proceed from
an identifiable “liberal-democratic” perspective. They obviously
counsel critical realism as the cure for the identity crisis induced by
the collapse of the USSR. The nation, it would seem, can overcome
this trauma by reexamining its (false) identification with empire and
building a (true) identity for itself in consonance with the precepts
followed by any—and here the stock phrases—“normal,” “civilized”
country. In the view of their political opponents, however, this entire
way of thinking about the Russian nation is nothing less than trea-
son. It is based, say those of “patriotic” orientation, on the importa-
tion of foreign concepts that would corrode the very core of Russian
national culture. Rather than attempting to copy what is “not ours,”
these voices insist, we need to retrieve what is true and unique in
Russian civilization—“the Russian idea.”

This notion is as fuzzy as it is emotionally evocative. It gener-
ally refers to a sainted nation based on the principle of sobornost’—a
mystical notion whereby the (vicariously) assembled people (sobor)
are united by an apprehension of religious truth that molds them
into a community united in harmonious variety.13 This community
has a unique and universally valid mission to perform in the world.
Having endured great suffering and innumerable selfless sacrifices,
the Russian nation allegedly has been marked as the savior of hu-
manity (a characterization that resonates with the messianic claims
of communism). Thus the millenarian purpose ascribed to the nation
is imprinted on the vehicle of its realization: the state. Of course from
a liberal-democratic point of view, this notion is laughed off as ob-
scurantist malarkey. In the words of one commentator:

The idea of Russian messianism has united into a compact whole
all those extremely contradictory orientations and tendencies
which have been given the name “the Russian idea.” Strictly
speaking, no one knows what this [idea] is. . . . [But somehow] it
is that which never was and therefore always exists.14
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But within the various circles of its adherents, the idea occupies the
center of their systems of representation, deflecting criticism (which
could only come from those ignorant of, or opposed to, “the Russian
idea”) and commissioning an authoritarian state concept dressed up
with sobornost’ and aimed at the revival of national greatness via
the route of empire.

The interplay of identity-seeking among political subjects
tended to produce a common structure for political discourse during
this period, even while the narratives issuing from the “democratic,”
“Communist,” or “patriotic” camps respectively differed so mark-
edly according to their surface content. To illustrate, consider the
rhetorical postures struck by two of Russia’s most prominent politi-
cians during this period: Sergei Baburin, a leading figure among the
“patriots,” and Gennadii Burbulis, his counterpart among the
“democrats.”

Baburin began his political career in Omsk, where he quickly
earned a reputation as that city’s most radical democrat. He success-
fully campaigned for national office in 1990 on the Democratic Rus-
sia list, but, having been passed over for a key committee assignment
in the Supreme Soviet, his political direction banked steeply right-
ward.15 As leader of the deputies’ faction Russia in the now defunct
Congress of People’s Deputies, head of the political party Russian
Popular Union, and a leader of the groups Russian Path and sub-
sequently People’s Power in the State Duma, Baburin has become a
principal spokesperson for the patriotic tendency in national poli-
tics. His statements on the questions of nation and state are richly
embroidered with the various threads running through “the Russian
idea”—fear of the corrupting influences stemming from the West,
scorn for those fifth-columnists calling themselves “democrats” who
would subvert Russia’s authentic cultural-political institutions, re-
jection of democracy itself in favor of the Russian narodnovlastie—a
mystical form of “people’s power” roughly equivalent to sobor-
nost’—and so forth. What is more, Baburin is convinced that restor-
ing to the Russian state its proper principles is coextensive with the
reestablishment of that state’s proper territorial bounda-
ries—namely, those of the former USSR. From his perspective, the
entire collection of events and processes that resulted in the Soviet
Union’s collapse amounts to a “political crime” and “a provocation
to war.” Popular referenda endorsing the goal of independence in
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the former non-Russian republics he regards as “the biggest lie, for
even in a referendum the will of the people can be falsified [when]
it is expressed as a decision that leads to their own ruin.” On his
calculus, non-Russian self-determination has been but “a violation
of the Russian people’s right to self-determination.”16

At the other end of the political spectrum, Gennadii Burbulis
began his political career in Sverdlovsk, where he had been a lecturer
in Marxist-Leninist philosophy. He stood for office in the national
elections of 1989 and won a seat in the USSR’s Congress of People’s
Deputies. Burbulis took an active part in the opposition bloc formed
in that institution and, through close association with Boris Yeltsin,
rose to a leading position in the “democratic” camp. In November
1991 he became Russia’s first deputy prime minister and arguably
was then the most influential individual in Yeltsin’s cabinet. After
leaving government service, he took the lead in organizing a “pro-
presidential” political party, eventually called Russia’s Choice, on
whose list he was elected to the State Duma in 1993. Unlike Baburin,
Burbulis explicitly speaks the language of liberal democracy. He es-
chews the dream of empire as a dangerous delusion and instead
projects a future for Russia that includes the familiar shibboleths of
his political wing—“normal,” “civilized,” “democratic,” and based
on a market economy. Following some four months of an economic
policy known in the vernacular as “shock therapy,” which would
allegedly deliver such a future to Russia, Burbulis participated in a
“popular assembly” at which about a thousand prominent figures
from the worlds of politics, letters, and the arts rallied in support of
continuing the shock treatment. In Burbulis’s view, this popular as-
sembly represented a rather magnificent example of sobornost’.
“This sort of philosophy,” he later remarked, “is generated by the
whole of society, and mostly by those who are not practically in-
volved with power relations and who can accumulate experience in
the sphere of culture,” which can be employed to shore up the
authority of the government.17

The juxtaposition of Baburin and Burbulis reveals a number of
features characteristic of Russian politics in the first republic. First,
there was the tendency to disassociate oneself from one’s political
past by assuming a hostile posture toward that which was connected
to it. Burbulis, the former lecturer in Marxism-Leninism turned
“democrat,” is as inclined toward explicit anticommunism as

118  Michael Urban



Baburin, the radical democrat reborn as patriot, is given to condemn-
ing the treasonous activities of his former comrades-in-arms. Sec-
ond, in the discourse of each, elementary logic disappeared behind
cultural categories capable of creating strong semiotic effects. In the
same way that Baburin regarded the restoration of empire as the
exercise of Russia’s right to “self-determination,” so Burbulis viewed
the reenactment of traditional Russian political rituals—through
which authority is consecrated by mass acclamation—as fully con-
gruent with a policy ostensibly designed to bring into being a new,
“civilized” Russia based on political democracy and economic free-
dom. Of course Burbulis’s orientation is by no means unique among
those professing an outwardly reform-oriented ideology. As Yurii
Afanas’ev has argued, unthinking lapses into the inimical categories
of their opponents seem to be a kind of second nature for Russia’s
self-professed “democrats.”18 Representations, as noted above, tend
to be strong but shallow, pitched on semantic bases easily infiltrated
by incongruous elements. Take, for instance, the “democrats’” com-
mon term for themselves—“the democratic part of the population.”
The pronounced oxymoronic element here suggests a sort of seman-
tic masquerade, in certain respects reminiscent of Mikhail Bakhtin’s
analysis of carnival.19 Despite the shallowness of this conception,
like many comparable ones, it derives its strength by the deployment
of an adjectival construction capable of devouring its respective
noun. Here “democratic” swallows “part.” Yet “part” remains as a
trace signifying the existence of some other “undemocratic” part of
the population, necessarily opposed to the people, their rights to
expression, self-rule, and so forth. This formulation then functions
in a way analogous to “the Russian idea,” in the face of which other
ideas would be opposed to that which is “Russian,” that which is
“ours.”

Relatedly, it is possible to detect in the narratives of Baburin
and Burbulis a counterpart to the standard practice of nonrecogni-
tion of assertions of identity, as discussed above, in which the speak-
ers appear to be quite oblivious to their own contradictory
utterances. Given their professional training—Baburin in law and
Burbulis in philosophy— this would be particularly puzzling, unless
we consider the context in which they are constructing themselves
as political subjects. Were it the case that a political dialogue with a
recognized other were under way, then contradiction would dimin-
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ish the persuasive effect of argument. Accordingly, each speaker
might be expected to tidy up his statements, either by means of
reflexively monitoring his own utterances or on the basis of that
which his partner in dialogue might point out about them. This is
obviously not the case for either Baburin or Burbulis. The manner of
self-constitution via denying the other’s self-representations appears
to account for this phenomenon. In the absence of dialogue, narra-
tives come to resemble that I-I form of autocommunication described
by Yuri Lotman in which messages are encoded against the other
(already redefined in the discourse as alien, evil, treasonous, and so
forth) and are in fact directed back to their (collective) sender.20

Within this speech situation, contradiction can be converted into
another element of what Lotman has described as hyper-semiosis, a
communicative orientation aiming to realize itself in one “great
word.” In political struggle, it takes the form of a verbal weaponry
aimed at the annihilation of the other via the incantation of certain
words possessing magical properties—“the Russian idea” and its
synecdoches on one side of the spectrum, “reform,” “democracy,”
and like terms on the other.

CULTURAL CODE AND SOCIAL CONDITION

At this point, a methodological proviso might be in order.
Namely, in the investigation of a phenomenon as ramified as “iden-
tity,” the analyst is in principle unable to situate himself on any
epistemological terra firma. No appeals to theory, established fact,
special knowledge, or anything else can disguise the troublesome
condition that every statement made about identity is itself condi-
tioned by the identity of its maker. To follow William Connolly’s
formulation, assessments of the other made on the basis of one’s own
system of representations inevitably involve a devaluation of the
object, inasmuch as the other will invariably fail to measure up to
the standards of value embedded in that same system of repre-
sentations.21 As far as the present analysis is concerned, Russians
appear as “other,” and their “failures” from the standpoint of my
cultural standards are already apparent in the sort of “pathological”
communication patterns that I have been describing. Judgments im-
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plicit or explicit in my account resonate with any number of similar
statements made by Russians themselves, who frequently resort to
tropes such as “political theater of the absurd” or “political zoo” in
order to describe their present situation. Nonetheless, if we take
Connolly’s point seriously, it remains the case that characterizations
made by those within a given cultural system are not equivalent to
those offered from without, regardless of surface similarities. On the
other hand, however, even a successful attempt to shed my own
cultural perspective and enter into that of the object of analysis
would fail to solve the problem. For what could be learned from
inside that cultural system could not be communicated back to others
in my own—myself included. How might we then proceed?

It seems to me that two things can be done that would enable
the analysis to continue in the face of this conundrum. First, the
particular discourse(s) with which we are dealing can be reframed
by isolating what Frederic Jameson has referred to as “the absent
cause,” that social condition that sets discourse in motion but is not
thematized explicitly in discourse itself.22 Second, on the basis of this
reframing, a new understanding of the dynamics underlying com-
munication can be developed by relating social texts back to their
socio-cultural context. As such, the ostensible referent of a given text
is bracketed and “the absent cause” is inserted in its place. If the
second-order statement thus derived still “makes sense,” this can be
taken as (imperfect) confirmation that the reframing, bracketing, and
substitution are not merely an arbitrary imposition of meanings from
without, but analytic devices enabling us to recover a layer of mean-
ing that resides within the cultural system of representations itself,
whether or not it has been adequately thematized by those partici-
pating in the system. Obviously analyses proceeding within the cul-
tural system in question can provide important information about
“the absent cause” and how it appears/disappears in the cultural
code. We begin with some of these.

Jadwiga Staniszkis has provided a very useful starting point for
our analysis by applying Claude Lévi-Strauss’s concept of bricolage,
or “indifferent variety,” to the ensemble of social relations prevailing
under state socialism.23 The crux of her idea consists in a situation
in which the repression of communication by the party-state pre-
vented individual and collective identities from circulating in soci-
ety. None could name himself openly; none could encounter the
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other as the other might wish to represent himself; consequently
there was no interaction among subjects qua subjects, just the pres-
ence of manifest differences (variety) toward which each sub-
ject—absent interaction—remained “indifferent.” Let us call the first
dimension of our “absent cause” the absence of social interac-
tion—indicating, thereby, an historical background that has pre-
cluded the formation of collective identities anchored in a system of
cultural representations marked by mutual recognition.24

If that is what had been absent, then what was present? A kind
of submersion, it seems, in which individuals disappeared into “col-
lectives” and “collectives” into the all-embracing state.25 The results
and implications of this long-standing arrangement have been espe-
cially topical in Russian social commentary. The following remarks
by Vladimir Pankov (a deputy editor of the journal Rodina), are per-
haps characteristic of one current in this discussion:

The Russian spirit has been made ill above all by collectivism,
and stripped of all its features by an incipient degeneration. It
[collectivism] has become our moral mirage, behind which we
hide our own egoism in the most vulgar sense. For a long time
we have lived apart from one another and nothing higher than
us unites us. Our “collectivism” is not brotherhood, not a selfless
service to the good, but a dictatorship of indifference, a revelry
of dependence, a cowardice of consciousness.26

Pankov then goes on to locate in these circumstances the sources of
millenarian thinking, which he sees as imprinted on the Russian
consciousness by the long experience with communism—a tendency
to embrace sweeping, absolute solutions that dissolve practical
problems and real responsibilities, and a countertendency to discard
these same solutions just as readily as they were embraced when
individual utilities so dictate because their actual function has never
been to compel belief but to provide a hiding place for the self.

These tendencies toward strong but shallow representations
have been amply apparent, for instance, in debates on the floors of
both the Soviet and Russian parliaments. As a number of studies
analyzing the language featured in these legislative fora have vividly
demonstrated, speakers evince a proclivity to leap over specifiable
constituencies in order to construct themselves as vessels from
which flows an alleged general will. Speakers usually do not refer
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to the interests of their respective districts or to those associated with
some definable social group. Rather they rely on constructions such
as “the people [narod] are sick and tired of . . .” or “the people de-
mand . . . ,” thereby enveloping their own thoughts on a given mat-
ter in the urgency of national purpose (strong representations) while
substituting slogans, catch phrases, and emotionally charged ab-
surdities (shallow representations) for persuasive argument.27

The two principal “solutions” that have been on the table in
Russia—“radical reform” or a return to “the Russian idea”—appear
to be reminiscent of what Pankov describes and accordingly can be
reframed along the lines of his argument and of that advanced by
Staniszkis. In this respect, we notice that neither directs attention to
practical matters in the world “as it is.” Rather, each points some-
where else—“reform” toward some place (the West) where people
allegedly live “normal,” “civilized” lives; “the Russian idea” toward
some suitably idealized Russian past. By shifting attention away
from the immediate world of practice, neither conception permits
practical matters to be discussed as practical matters. Accordingly
we can regard both of them as hypersemiotic constructs emerging
on a particular field of communication wherein separate interests,
lacking a socially recognized medium for expression, sublimate
themselves as unqualified claims to represent not merely interests,
but also some genuine national identity, colliding all the while with
others doing the same.

It is at the point of collision that denial and renaming occur. As
we have noted, during the first republic the word “Communist”
reverberated around all projected identities. At one level, the fre-
quency of this mutual accusation would follow from the fact that the
number of former Communists in Russia’s political class far exceeds
critical mass. Since each has been busy confecting a new identity for
himself, it seems reasonable to suppose that he has little difficulty in
spotting the same process in the other. But at another level, there
appears to be an exculpatory moment in this process as well, and it
may be that herein lies its uncompromising urgency and irresistible
force. For one’s own association with the discredited past, one’s own
responsibility for the calamity that has befallen Russia, could be
canceled via the projection of past/discarded identity onto the other.
The exculpation would be then completed by the other’s annihila-
tion.
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Behind the scenes of this dramatic clash of identities, another
process has been transpiring in post-Communist Russia that con-
cerns the more prosaic matters of power and property. This might be
regarded as the third dimension of our “absent cause.” Who decides
what forms of property will be instituted in the economy, which
portions of the state sector will pass to private hands, which state
offices will retain or acquire economic functions—in short, who will
determine who gets what? Here we remind ourselves of the fact that
in the former state socialist countries the first act in the sequence
known as “privatization” involves the creation of the juridical fiction
of “property,” effected by some organ(s) of the state laying hold of
the physical objects of the economy, establishing monetized values
for them, and setting the terms and conditions for their sale to other
parties, including the state itself. Even under optimal conditions of
effective governmental bodies scrupulously observing strict legality,
those in control of the relevant organs, along with their respective
networks of associates, would obviously be in a position to rewrite
the book on insider trading. In Russia, however, the creation and
distribution of title—nothing less than the genesis of a new political
and economic order—have been processes transpiring among legal
structures that are not only rudimentary (at best), but also politicized
by the struggle raging within the state.

Moreover, considering the economic structure inherited by the
Russian state from its Soviet predecessor—an integrated network of
monopolies functioning on the basis of commands issuing from a
single economic center—it has become apparent that the economic
course pursued since the USSR’s collapse has amounted more to the
projection of an imaginary liberalism onto existing economic rela-
tions than to an instrumental-rational program for improving per-
formance by stimulating investment and clearing away obstacles to
market competition. The institutional context presupposed by a pol-
icy of economic liberalism has simply not been present. Undeterred
by this stubborn fact, however, liberal “reformers” would use their
control of state offices to free prices and introduce a form of privati-
zation that would somehow summon this very context into exist-
ence. What happened instead, of course, was that economic actors
tended to behave in time-honored liberal fashion rather than accord-
ing to the liberals’ plan. Calculating their own interests, they re-
sponded to the new mix of incentives before them by slashing
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production and jacking up prices.28 As part of the same bargain,
organized crime saw tremendous opportunities for profit-making
and inserted itself into the legal economy on a massive scale. These
outcomes have been characterized by the liberals as “Communist
revenge” or “sabotage.” Conversely, their opponents would portray
them as the intended results of a deliberate policy of treason, aimed
at eviscerating a once great world power and consigning it to the
status of a satrapy of rapacious Western capitalism. Hence the root
issue surrounding a national economy “up for grabs”—which in
itself would seem altogether sufficient to set off a political struggle
of enormous intensity— has been compounded by the particular
(hypersemiotic) way in which this issue and attendant interests have
been mediated in the communicative code characteristic of present-
day Russian politics. As we see below, the system of representations
functioning in the political arena has tended to magnify rather than
diminish the divisions there. It has not only encumbered the pros-
pects for solution, but has also animated conflict potentials present
at other levels of the system that have compounded the crisis at the
center.

Assembling these three dimensions of the “absent cause”—the
collectivist forms of social organization, their attendant modes of
identity signification (“indifferent variety”), and state action under-
taken to promote what is referred to as “privatization” and “mar-
ketization” —into a single figure, we can grasp it as the profound
disruption and impending extinction of an entire way of life. The
security provided by collectives to their members has been disap-
pearing in the same way that the extended networks of personalized
relations linking these primary units in the social order in more or
less stable and predictable ways themselves have come under threat.
Moreover, the system of representations inherited from the past, as
Katherine Verdery has pointed out, is both reinforced by the unfold-
ing conditions and at the same time inadequate to the task of medi-
ating their traumatic consequences other than by reproducing them
through its antidialogic categories of we/they, “the people”/“the
enemies,” and so forth.29 These conditions, then, would appear to
underlie and to trigger the discourses on national identity that pre-
vail in effectively all post-Communist states. However, in Russia the
aggressive, blame-laying edge of this discourse was perforce turned
inward, thus polarizing political forces into mutually antagonistic
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formations. Each formation, not without reference to the activities
and perceived/assumed intentions of the other, undertook its own
“defense”—in the name, of course, of the nation itself—by refitting
those institutions of the state that had passed under its control into
weapons with which it would destroy the other.

IDENTITY CRISIS AS CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS

In order to account for the fate of the first republic, I interpret
some of the major events in question on the basis of the categories
developed above. I begin with what appears to have been the first
unambiguous manifestation of constitutional crisis in post-Commu-
nist Russia—namely, the conflict over state authority that erupted at
the seventh sitting of the Congress of People’s Deputies in December
1992. My overall purpose in this respect is to demonstrate that the
difficult political problems confronting the country—the question of
property and its ownership as state enterprises pass to private
hands, the constitutional question concerning the delineation of ex-
ecutive and legislative spheres of authority, and the issue of defining
the relations between the central and regional governments in the
federal system—were aggravated rather than mediated by the com-
municative code in which they were thematized.

CRISIS AND “COMPROMISE”

The crisis that broke out at the seventh Congress was initiated
by a battery of constitutional amendments designed in the immedi-
ate sense to strip the president of most of his control over the execu-
tive branch and to transfer those powers to the legislature.30 In the
longer term, the political forces animating the legislature had set
their sights on canceling the constitution’s provision for a separation
of powers by relocating all governmental authority in the Congress
and its full-time organ, the Supreme Soviet.31 Over the previous year,
a realignment in the political orientations of many deputies had
produced a substantial anti-Yeltsin majority that would fall in line
behind its most militant elements, represented by the Front of Na-
tional Salvation (FNS), which accounted for over 290 of the 880 depu-
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ties voting at the Congress.32 From a detached point of view, this
contest between president and parliament might be regarded simply
as a power struggle over very high stakes. But it would take on an
altogether different character within the phenomenal world of the
actors themselves. In the discourse shared by the FNS and many
other opponents of the president, the Yeltsin administration in Rus-
sia constituted a “regime of occupation” by means of which foreign
powers were systematically exsanguinating the Russian nation.
Framing their presidential opponent in this way, those participating
in this discourse would correspondingly connote a particular iden-
tity for themselves—namely, saviors of the nation obliged to enact
their role by ridding the country of the alien regime on its soil. The
amendments under consideration would have accomplished that le-
gally.

Outflanked by opponents in a legislature that through its pow-
ers of amendment had taken full possession of the country’s consti-
tution, Yeltsin counterattacked with “the people.” This response put
in place those binary oppositions—president/legislature, peo-
ple/constitution —that would structure the contending discourses
throughout the crisis. Although Yeltsin’s first tactical moves proved
incapable of reaching their strategic targets—paralyzing the legisla-
ture by means of a deputies’ walkout large enough to remove the
quorum,33 then calling a national referendum intended to dissolve
the Congress once and for all—the “compromise” that they evoked
would become the condition for expanding the crisis in the months
that followed. The president’s side would cleave to its shibboleth for
national identity—“the people”—and deploy it against the Congress
(or Supreme Soviet), which it would label “antipopular.” The anti-
Yeltsin majority in the legislature would base its own claims to
authority on an analogous usurpation of “nation”—rendered here as
“the constitution”—and so stigmatize its opponent, the Yeltsin gov-
ernment, as “anticonstitutional.” Since each side was constructing
its own identity in opposition to a renamed and vilified other, it was
simultaneously sublimating its partisan interest in power onto a
grander plane of duty before the nation. These discursive practices
provided small space, if any, for a negotiated resolution of the crisis.
Rather they tended to ensure from the outset that each ostensible
compromise reached by the contending parties would be quickly
subverted.
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The first such “compromise” came on the initiative of Valerii
Zor’kin, then chairperson of Russia’s Constitutional Court, which,
by beginning a pattern of direct involvement of the court in the
political process, would disqualify the singular institution capable
of assuming a neutral position for arbitrating the conflict between
the executive and the legislature. According to the agreement
worked out by the court, the president, and the chairperson of the
Supreme Soviet, Ruslan Khasbulatov, the recently enacted constitu-
tional amendments would be suspended along with the right to ref-
erendum by popular initiative. Hence the presidency would have its
powers temporarily restored while the legislature would not have to
fear a popular referendum that would (almost certainly) result in a
resounding vote of no confidence. Instead a national referendum on
the extant constitution, scheduled for 11 April, would somehow re-
solve the dispute between the two branches. Perhaps the least of the
problems with this constitutional compromise was the fact that it
was itself patently unconstitutional.34 Of more import was the regard
shown it by the parties themselves. For the presidential side, it meant
that the Congress of People’s Deputies would fail the test of popular
approval and perish; on the opposite side, Khasbulatov was assuring
all concerned that the Congress would continue as before, regardless
of the results of the referendum.35

Within weeks, however, this compromise was being jettisoned
by two of the parties to it, Khasbulatov and Zor’kin. The former set
about devising a list of twelve questions to be placed before the
voters that would confuse rather than clarify the constitutional is-
sue;36 the latter began a public campaign against the very idea of
staging the referendum (that he had himself sponsored a short time
earlier) by means of a series of “roundtables” at which selected “ex-
perts” and politicians would denounce the idea as a threat to Rus-
sia’s fragile stability.37

By February, Khasbulatov was explaining to seminars of local
soviet officials that eliminating the presidency entirely was indeed
the current goal of legislative power across the country and that its
present stage amounted to stripping that office of all functions save
the nomination of the prime minister.38 At the same time, the ad hoc
roundtables sponsored by the Constitutional Court were converted
by the Supreme Soviet into its “permanently acting organ.”39 This
roundtable, sharing little with its namesakes elsewhere, was em-
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blematic of the manner in which Russia’s political division has been
mediated through an extended series of duplex forms that widen the
very divide they ostensibly claim to bridge. The roundtable itself
included over one hundred participants from various political par-
ties, movements, trade unions, and public organizations—a number
large enough to preclude the possibility of finding any accord. In-
deed at its first session, some 80 percent of those in attendance were
not afforded an opportunity to speak at all.40 Moreover, since the
enabling documents of this new institution both assigned quotas to
participating organizations and designated by name who their
spokespersons would be without any approval in most cases from
the very organizations these participants allegedly represented,41 se-
rious questions immediately erupted regarding the representative
character of this assembly. Within days after its first session, the
Supreme Soviet’s roundtable was denounced by four participants as
a sham whose actual purpose was to isolate the president.42 Simi-
larly, seventy-two political parties, movements, and unions who had
either been excluded from the roundtable, had chosen not to take
part in it, or had decided to cease their participation after its first
meeting issued a manifesto impugning the representative character
of the Supreme Soviet’s new “organ.” Utilizing the auspices of Mos-
cow’s mayor, this group then organized its own “roundtable from
below” as a rival to that sponsored by the Supreme Soviet. A number
of important groups on Russia’s political scene were included on
it—Democratic Russia, the Russian Movement for Democratic Re-
form, the cinematographers’ and writers’ unions, the Independent
Miners’ Union, and others.43 As might be expected, this competing
roundtable endorsed the April referendum as the country’s only al-
ternative to disaster while the other regarded it as the recipe for
same.

By this juncture, the split in Russian political society had
reached a new stage. One camp, arrayed around the legislature, pos-
sessed “its” constitution and its version of national consensus in the
form of its own “roundtable.” The other, grouped around the presi-
dency, claimed the support of “the people,” which it would attempt
to parlay into its own constitution and organ of national consensus.
In March legislative leaders summoned the Congress of People’s
Deputies into an extraordinary (eighth) session that revoked the De-
cember compromise, canceled the scheduled referendum, and pro-
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duced the predictable plethora of tragicomic invective against the
president.44 A few days after the Congress had had its word on the
matter, Yeltsin appeared on television to have his. His claim to have
issued an executive order instituting direct presidential rule, while
spurious,45 and his announcement of a unilaterally initiated referen-
dum on the constitution set for 25 April were sufficient to provoke
his opponents in the legislature into calling the Congress back into
yet another extraordinary session and those on the Constitutional
Court into a series of self-discrediting judicial debacles.46

At its ninth (extraordinary) session, the Congress voted to dis-
solve both the Federal Information Center (which influenced televi-
sion and radio programming) and the institution of presidential
representatives in the regions (whose formal duties were to ensure
that local authorities implement certain national policies in the man-
ner preferred by Yeltsin’s administration). Since the executive was,
and thereafter fully remained, prepared to ignore these decisions,
constitutional crisis deepened. And the decision by the Congress to
institute legislative censorship via “councils of observers,” who
would oversee television and radio programming at national and
regional levels, deepened it further. But in its most significant act,
the Congress acquiesced to Yeltsin’s call for a referendum on 25
April, with the stipulation, however, that the legislature would com-
pose the questions. It composed four: whether the voter had confi-
dence in the president; whether (s)he supported the government’s
policies; whether new elections should be called for the presidency;
and whether new elections should be called for the Congress. Given
the hardships inflicted by some sixteen months of economic “shock
therapy,” this stratagem seemed guaranteed to produce a “no” vote
on the second item. Perhaps this “no” would influence the voters’
decision on the first question as well. At any event, Yeltsin’s approval
ratings in opinion polls at the time, hovering around the 25 percent
mark, would have appeared to indicate that his opponents could
expect to win on this item too. The final two questions on early
elections would remain moot. Not only was there no implementation
clause in the referendum, but also the Constitutional Court set an
impossible condition by ruling that these were constitutional issues
and therefore required the approval of two-thirds of all eligible vot-
ers. Once again, it would seem that the mechanism ostensibly de-
signed to overcome division would instead aggravate it.
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To the surprise of all concerned, Yeltsin scored victories in the
25 April referendum on all four questions. Since Yeltsin had been
touting his interpretation of the proceedings as a referendum on
something that had not appeared on the ballot—the constitution—he
used the occasion of his success to institute a new process that would
take constitution-making out of the hands of the legislature and
award it to a constitutional assembly that he summoned in June.47

By early July, this assembly had crafted a new draft constitution,
merging the president’s project with the most recent version pro-
duced by the Supreme Soviet’s Constitutional Commission.48 But the
details of this process are not as important for our concerns as are
the political divisions that it deepened and the centrifugal forces that
it unleashed in the federation. Let us take up these two related prob-
lems by locating the federal question within the framework of the
constitutional crisis.

FEDERAL PARTNERSHIPS

From the perspective of communications, a federal system
might be regarded as one in which discourses concerning national
and subnational identities are intertwined. Within such an arrange-
ment, the category “nation” would always carry some trace of the
subnational units that comprise it, just as the respective identities of
these units would always connote, among other things, their mem-
bership in a larger whole. Conflicts involving the issue of identity at
either national or subnational level would therefore ramify through
the other. Viewing the politics of federalism in Russia from this van-
tage, it appears that disputes concerning the status of the federa-
tion’s members and the respective spheres of authority proper to
national and subnational governments would involve more than
contests over the control of material resources. For intermeshed with
these struggles over resources has been a process of identity forma-
tion transpiring in Russia’s regions, signaled by declarations of sov-
ereignty, the adoption of constitutions and other symbols of
statehood, the elections of presidents, and so on. If politics (to repeat
the celebrated phrase) concerns the question “Who gets what?,” then
federal politics in Russia would render both of these pronouns as
subject to dispute. In this respect, the constitutional crisis at the
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center escalated contentions surrounding each. On one hand, it com-
pounded the problem of identity formation for subnational actors by
blurring that baseline distinction—the Russian nation as represented
by its state institutions—in accordance with which regional identi-
ties might be coherently formulated. Not knowing to which “Russia”
one belonged—that of the president or that of the Supreme So-
viet—how might (say) Tatarstan or Krasnodar discern the limits,
terms, conditions, and so forth structuring the projections of their
political identities? On the other, each party to the constitutional
crisis would seek to enlist the support of the regions for its cause by
tendering to them various concessions and inducements. Competi-
tively bidding up the offers that they were prepared to make, the
central actors thus would encourage regional elites to stake out po-
litical identities for themselves commensurate with their expanding
opportunities to control resources.

Federal relations, already a difficult issue prior to the constitu-
tional crisis, became a crisis unto themselves in the wake of Yeltsin’s
decision to convoke a constitutional assembly. In anticipation of its
first meeting in early June, the Supreme Soviet began in mid-May to
organize its own equivalent institution, drawing into a preliminary
conference in Moscow about one-half of the chairpersons of regional
soviets.49 The declaration issuing from this assembly denied any le-
gitimacy to the constitutional convention proposed by the president,
affirmed the resolve of those present to consider the Congress of
People’s Deputies as the only institution entitled to undertake con-
stitutional change, and condemned Yeltsin’s draft constitution as
fundamentally incompatible with the rights of the country’s “sover-
eign republics.”50 Having stanched an internal movement proposing
participation in the president’s Constitutional Convention,51 the Su-
preme Soviet’s leadership began enlisting regional leaders and rep-
resentatives from those “opposition” and “centrist” factions in the
legislature that had been active in its roundtable to form its own rival
institution, whose nucleus convened on 25 May.52 Over the following
two months while the Constitutional Convention was in session, the
Supreme Soviet’s leadership advertised its own incipient assembly
as a place where the country’s regions—more and more assuming
the role of some “third force” capable of deciding the battle at the
center—might shop for a better constitutional bargain should they
be dissatisfied with what Yeltsin had on offer.53
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For his part, Yeltsin was issuing overt assurances to the repub-
lics that his Constitutional Convention would fully respect their
“sovereign” status, a condition which they had named as the price
of their very participation.54 While Deputy Prime Minister Sergei
Shakhrai, Chief of the Administration of the President Sergei Filatov,
and presidential adviser Sergei Stankevich blitzed the hinterlands
lobbying for regional support,55 their colleagues preparing for the
Constitutional Convention in Moscow drew leaders from some ten
key regions into the workings of its inner circles.56 To little avail. At
the convention’s first session, the entire section of the constitutional
draft pertaining to federal relations had become such a contentious
issue that it was withdrawn from consideration.57 At the conven-
tion’s second session (ending 12 July), which approved a final draft,
the ambiguous wording of the articles pertaining to sovereignty
failed to mollify the bulk of the regional representatives. Although
the draft was approved by 74 percent of the 558 delegates taking part
in the vote, the missing quarter of support was composed almost
entirely of delegates from regions.58 Since the draft could not be
ratified convincingly—regardless of the forum in which this might
eventually occur—without the approval of at least a majority of the
regions, regional authorities would continue to hold the trump card.
The major questions remaining at this time, then, would be on whose
behalf—the president’s or the Supreme Soviet’s—they would play it
and, relatedly, what concessions would induce them to do so.

The impasse reached at the convention reflected the way in
which disputes between central and regional governments over their
respective spheres of authority have been ratcheted ever upward in
the face of a divided center. In order to capture some of the complex-
ity of this process, we remind ourselves that the Federal Treaty con-
cluded by Moscow with the regions in March 1992 established two
different statuses for the “subjects of the federation” who were party
to it. On the one hand, some sixty-eight of these appear as simple
administrative-territorial units (oblasts and krais), while on the other,
the remaining twenty have been juridically constituted as “sover-
eign” republics in deference to the ethnic/national claims of their
leaders (Tatarstan, Sakha, Kalmykiya, and so on). For the latter, “sov-
ereignty” has functioned as a presumed right to abide by national
laws, pay taxes to the central government, and so forth as the repub-
lics’ authorities see fit. Not unexpectedly, this advantage has not
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gone unnoticed by the former, many of whom began demanding by
fall 1992 an upgrade in their status commensurate with that ac-
corded the “sovereign” republics.59 In addition to consistently press-
ing the demand for a single standard of rights for all subjects of the
federation,60 many regions that lacked republic status have been
solving this problem unilaterally by staging referenda on this issue
and using the uniformly favorable results to declare themselves
“sovereign” republics.61 Threatened by equality, most of the original
twenty sovereign republics no less consistently maintained that they
had no intention of agreeing to a new constitutional order whose
provisions fail to incorporate their special (privileged) standing.62

The divided center thus became a veritable thoroughfare
through which regional authorities channeled particular demands
and were rewarded according to either the political loyalty that they
individually professed to the Russian government or the threat that
they posed to the maintenance of its nominal jurisdiction.63 The pat-
tern of ad hoc concessions from Moscow, thereby induced, resulted
in a situation in which the economically advantaged regions would
contribute taxes to the central government at drastically reduced
rates—when taxes were not withheld altogether (as in the case of at
least four of the sovereign republics)—while the poorer regions
shouldered the additional burden. Moreover, a province’s ability to
garner state subsidies and special allocations of scarce resources cor-
related negatively with its readiness to pay taxes to Moscow.64

But taxes were only part of the picture. Ownership and control
of property have seemed the grander prize, and both parties to the
conflict at the center had been extending these considerations to
would-be supporters in the regions to purchase their support. The
process by which regional elites—often fragmented and in conflict
prior to the failed coup in August 1991—began finding mutual ac-
commodation and the capacity to unite around regional interests in
opposition to the central government was accelerated by Yeltsin’s
astonishing victory in the April referendum.65 Sensing a loss of lever-
age should Yeltsin employ his national majority to score a quick
victory on the constitutional front, regional elites closed ranks and
dug in their heels. Simultaneously Yeltsin’s opponents in the legisla-
ture began amending the law on privatization in such a way as to lure
these elites to their camp by confining the transfer of state property
to a process involving regional state officials only.66 With this variant
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in place, those who “possessed” state enterprises under communism
could look forward to owning them collectively under capitalism.67

Although the government’s State Committee on Property, which su-
perintends the process of privatization, explicitly refused to abide by
the new legislation, it was itself busy pursuing a comparable transfer
of jurisdiction to regional authorities, portending an outcome in which
the “single economic mechanism” of the former USSR would be
succeeded in post-Communist Russia by eighty-eight diminutive,
state-centered economic complexes, each with its own customs regu-
lations, trade and investment policies, and tax laws.68

The inability of Yeltsin’s camp to broker an arrangement for
midwifing constitutional change by enlisting the “third force” of
Russia’s regions and republics would appear in retrospect as the
prelude to the decision to use force against the opposition legisla-
ture. In late August, the Supreme Soviet dealt the first blow to the
president’s plan for a peaceful settlement by rejecting a proposal
whereby the assembly of regional and republic representatives (the
Council of the Federation) would convene under the co-chairperson-
ship of Yeltsin and Khasbulatov in order to formulate some solution
to the crisis. Indicatively, the reasons advanced by the majority of the
Supreme Soviet’s leadership for ruling out this option conformed to
the same dyadic proliferation of institutions—roundtables, constitu-
tions, and so on—that had characterized the crisis from the start. In
this instance, the particular Council of the Federation in ques-
tion—that which had been summoned by the president during an
earlier round in his contest with the legislature—was deemed ille-
gitimate. Rather than utilizing this forum—which included one rep-
resentative from the executive structure in each region and one from
the corresponding soviet—the Supreme Soviet proposed an alterna-
tive one—namely, “its” Council of the Federation, which contained
only the heads of regional and republic soviets.69

The second blow to the president’s plan was dealt by “his”
Council of the Federation. In the same way that Yeltsin had invited
the regions to assume the role of national actors by proposing that
(“his”) Council of the Federation take on the functions of an in-
terim—and possibly permanent—legislative body, thus decommis-
sioning the Congress and Supreme Soviet, so the regional
representatives on the council responded by steadfastly eschewing
deliberations on national issues and maintaining that the council
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was no more than an advisory body.70 By the time that it convened
on 18 September, most members had already stated their intentions
to cease participation in the council, even in an advisory capacity.71

“CORRUPTION”

Within the context of a divided political discourse reproducing
itself within the structures of the Russian state as a series of mutually
opposed institutions, the category “corruption” became the phe-
nomenal form taken by the disintegration of the state. In view of the
fragmentation of central authority and the concomitant tendency
among regional elites to pocket as much as they could of the re-
sources belonging formally to the state sector, the appearance of
corruption on a massive scale would not be surprising. Our interest
in this phenomenon, however, would concern not so much its extent
but the way in which it has fed back into and ramified the national
crisis at the center of Russian politics.

In considerable measure, corruption was abetted by the power
struggle at the center. Not only were favors passed out to supporters
of one side or the other, but also the ethic of protecting “our team”
while accusing and (when possible) leveling criminal charges
against the opposing side became a preoccupation for the branches
of government.72 As the executive-legislative conflict spiraled to new
levels in the aftermath of the April referendum and consequent sum-
moning of a Constitutional Convention, “corruption” was deployed
as a kind of heavy artillery by each side against the other. In this
respect Lyliya Shevtsova probably has been correct to note that in
the past corrupt practices all around had acted as a stabilizing factor
in politics, as long as each party refrained from public accusations
of the other for fear of retaliatory strikes on behalf of or by those
accused.73 However, this threshold was crossed by the opposition to
the president when it appeared in spring that he had gathered suf-
ficient momentum to impose a constitutional settlement on his op-
ponents.74 The result was wave on wave of charges and
countercharges, a public discrediting of all the institutions of gov-
ernment, and yet another spiral of constitutional crisis initiated on
1 September, when Yeltsin “temporarily” suspended the authority of
then Vice-President Aleksandr Rutskoi pending an investigation of
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certain charges made against him (charges which subsequently have
been determined to have been based on fabricated evidence).75

Perhaps as much as anything else, “corruption” underscores
how the dominant code through which identity and interest were
publicly mediated in Russia functioned to exacerbate political divi-
sions. Indeed as the apparently inflated, always sensational, and
often confected nature of the most serious allegations would indi-
cate, those making charges of “corruption” were borrowing the guise
of legality simply in order to strike political blows against their op-
ponents.76 Since actual evidence for charges leveled was of lesser
moment in this spectacle than the impulse to construct an image of
the enemy as “unclean,” the casualties in the “battle with corrup-
tion” tend not to be the accused state officials—until the eleventh
hour of the constitutional crisis, no criminal proceedings were initi-
ated against any of the principals77—but public confidence in gov-
ernment, respect for law, and so forth. Russia’s struggle against itself
was manifest in the arena of “corruption” by two separate prosecu-
tion teams, each working on behalf of one of the antagonists in the
country’s divided center, hurling allegations at members of the other
camp. Both sides had been publicly blackened long before any crimi-
nal proceedings had been undertaken.78 Corruption, then, would
appear as something that was both rampant and practiced with im-
punity, publicly condemned yet tacitly approved within the ranks of
each opposing group. It has followed the pattern of the I-I model of
autocommunication that we noted in the rhetoric of Baburin and
Burbulis. The category “corrupt” in the discourse of each party
would not refer to malfeasance or criminality per se. Rather it func-
tioned as another way of signifying “them.”

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The influence of the I-I form of communication was present at
every turn in the constitutional crisis that ended in the destruction
of Russia’s first republic. It manifested itself as two rival constitu-
tions, two mutually inimical assemblies of “national accord,” two
opposing prosecution teams rooting out “corruption,” and, prior to
the storming of the Russian parliament, two presidents directing two
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national governments. All of these instances would indicate that
protagonists and antagonists were underscoring their resolve to
communicate only with themselves. When this form of discourse
dominates political life, calamity follows.

Does the character of political discourse exhibited in Russia’s
second republic warrant similar concerns? In certain respects, the
answer would be “no.” Despite all too frequent sallies into bombastic
political rhetoric and the tendency to indulge in eschatological
themes, the major political actors have also evinced a steadily grow-
ing capacity to communicate with one another in more “civilized”—I
would say “instrumental-practical”—ways. This is especially true of
the State Duma, which, despite the unflattering images of that insti-
tution recklessly employed by those enjoying the use of the televi-
sion airwaves, has been developing into a genuine political
institution in which representatives of the country’s various political
tendencies are finding something of a common language, overcom-
ing obstacles to collaboration, and—even more important—learning
to disagree with one another on a number of critical questions while
remaining at least potential partners on other issues. The mutual
accommodation induced by this experience in the legislature is of
inestimable value for a country such as Russia, which until recently
has lacked a political life, despite the fact that these actual steps
toward civil accord appear neither on the economists’ tally sheet nor
in the calculus of some “expert” counseling the use of a “strong
[executive] hand” in order to accomplish more “reforms.” Slowly the
experience in the State Duma is beginning to show that democratic
practice—however untidy, cumbersome, and imperfect—represents
a real alternative to those technocratic-utopian visions that have
dominated the course of Russian politics, producing one disaster
after another.

But in other respects, the old problem remains, albeit in new
forms. Any foreign observer who reads Russian newspapers and
listens to the country’s political and governmental leaders could
easily draw the (false) conclusion that the Russian people are expe-
riencing a painful and debilitating loss of national identity. However,
as Aleksei Kara-Murza has pointed out, things are just the reverse.
That is, the explicit attention directed by most of the country’s or-
ganized political forces to the issue of national identity does not
signal an identity deficit (the assumption latent in the thinking of
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the would-be providers of a national identity), but a surfeit of con-
flicting claims, each labeled “unacceptable” (or worse) by the oth-
ers.79 Consequently it is impossible to conclude at this writing that
the elusive “stability” of which Russian authorities so often speak is
imminent. As long as national identity remains a contested issue in
the country’s political discourse, the possibility that some party or
movement could actually succeed (somehow) in defining it and thus
effecting a strategy va-bank to install its own brand of politics, while
excising opponents as traitors, remains open. Particularly disturbing
in that respect is the process set in motion by Yeltsin, following his
reelection, in which a team of presidential counselors has been
tasked with formulating a new national idea. Despite the intentions
of the president’s men to develop a mild, benign, or innocuous con-
cept not conducive to inspiring new crusades against “enemies” at
home or abroad, it is important to note the dangers freighting such
an enterprise. On one hand, any definition of the nation by those in
control of state power is inherently problematic. The precedent that
it sets or, in the case of Russia, reestablishes means that a dangerous
threshold has been crossed; the state has arrogated to itself the right
to tell its citizens who they are or who they should be. Russia’s
history in this century provides ample illustration of this problem.
On the other hand, NATO’s eastward expansion saddles the Russian
state with dreadful problems in the area of foreign policy, problems
that could easily invade domestic politics at a time at which the state
has taken on the burden of supplying the country with a new “na-
tional idea.” The confluence of those factors—acute foreign threat,
continued widespread material suffering, and national political
doxa backed by state power—would seem a recipe for fundamental-
ism and the repressive practices that invariably accompany it.
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NATIONALISM: RETHINKING THE PARADIGM
IN THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

Andrew V. Bell-Fialkoff and Andrei S. Markovits

INTRODUCTION

Among numerous typologies of nationalism few have won as
widespread an acceptance as the division into Western and Eastern
varieties. This dichotomy is based on a distinction between political
and cultural nations introduced by Friedrich Meinecke at the begin-
ning of this century (Krejœí and Velimský 1981: 22). It was further
elaborated by Hans Kohn and Emerich Francis, whose “demotic”
and “ethnic” nations fit the same paradigm.

Francis defined the ethnic (or “cultural”) nation as an “ethnic
society which is politically organized in a nation-state and is exclu-
sively identified with it” (1976: 387). This type of nation is based on
jus sanguinis. His demotic (or “political”) nation was a demotic so-
ciety coextensive with a sovereign state. (He defined demotic society
as a “complex and ethnically heterogeneous society that is politically
organized in such a way that all its members are, through special
institutions, linked directly and without the mediation of subsocietal
units to the central authority” [1976: 383]). The integration of such
society is based on democratic government and cultural homogene-
ity (1976: 387); its identity is derived from jus soli.

The division has the advantage of simplicity and even a certain
elegance (see Figure 1), but although basically sound, it has signifi-
cant drawbacks. First, it reflects almost exclusively the European
situation, virtually ignoring nationalisms elsewhere. The non-Euro-
pean nationalisms are usually assigned to the “Eastern” subdivision
without much regard for the vast differences between a quasi-racial
Japanese nationalism and the integrative nationalisms of Latin
America. Even in Europe proper one finds “Eastern” nationalisms
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and, as will be demonstrated in this paper, “Western” nationalisms
in the East.

Another drawback is that, in Anthony Smith’s words, it “as-
sumes a necessary correlation between types of social structure and
philosophical distinctions” (1971: 197). In other words, the social
composition of a given society acquires a predictive role in the sense
that certain social strata will supposedly generate a certain type of
nationalism. Actually, such interrelationships are extremely complex
and cannot be considered fully deterministic. Also, some national-
isms, such as Russian, Turkish, or Tanzanian, combine voluntaris-
tic/subjectivist elements of the Western variety with the organic/ob-
jectivist elements of the Eastern kind. Finally, the two categories are
called upon “to do too many jobs . . . cover too many levels of devel-
opment, types of structure and cultural situations” (ibid.). They end
up being cumbersome.

We believe that a reevaluation of the traditional classification
of nationalisms is called for. Specifically, we think that the West-
ern/Eastern dichotomy does not sufficiently emphasize the more
fundamental issues: the interaction between ethny and state and the
individual’s relationship to both, especially the mode of his/her in-
corporation. Our paper will build upon the foundations laid by R.
D. Grillo in his work on the interrelationship between “nation” and
“state” and by Pierre van den Berghe on the mode of incorporation
as it relates to ethnic exclusivity/inclusivity.

In Grillo’s scheme the distinct varieties of nationalism are the
natural outcome of two complicated processes which he calls (1) the
“ethnicization of the polity” (the “demotic” type in Francis’s termi-
nology or the “statist” model in Anthony Smith’s), where a state
“constructs” a nation from often heterogeneous elements, and (2) the
“politicization of ethnicity” (the “ethnic” model in both terminolo-

Figure 1

Western nationalisms Eastern nationalisms

Political nations Ethnocultural nations
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gies), where an ethnic group strives for and achieves statehood
(Grillo, ed. 1980: 7). We will also incorporate van den Berghe’s ideas
concerning the correlation of ethnic monopolization of power (eth-
nically exclusive/inclusive) with the mode of incorporation (indi-
vidual or collective) (see Figure 2, based on Schema I in van den
Berghe 1981: 79). But we will redefine his postulates somewhat since
individual incorporation, which typifies demotic nations, is inher-
ently inclusive because it strives to assimilate all citizens of a given
polity to the “official” culture. By contrast, collective or corporate
conceptualization of ethnicity is by definition exclusive since it in-
sists on descent as the criterion of admissibility.

This paper will continue both lines of research. Specifically, we
discard the inadequate division of nationalisms into Western and
Eastern varieties. Instead we will endeavor to show that virtually all
types of nationalism can be found in Western as well as Eastern
Europe—that it is the presence or absence of the state and the mode
of incorporation which determine the nature of a particular nation-
alism. Our task, therefore, is to offer a new typology which takes into
account both sets of variables.

Figure 2
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We are fully aware of the fact that our paper entails a categori-
zation in addition to an analysis. As such, all concepts developed in
it are by their very nature static. But in an exercise of classification
and comparative delineation stasis is not only acceptable, but it is in
fact desirable. An inherent aspect of any classificatory scheme is that
all concepts described therein are by necessity “ideal types” in the
Weberian sense, meaning that none of them exist in their purity in
the real world. But for heuristic purposes such ideal types are very
useful in delineating complex realities. Such will be the case with all
our categories in this paper.

We will start with definitions and categorization, continue with
the traditional representation of both types of nationalism, present
empirical examples of our own typology in Western and Eastern
Europe, and offer our conclusions as to the validity of both typolo-
gies as well as the ongoing transformation of nationalisms which is
now occurring in Western Europe. (Nationalisms of Eastern Europe
are not affected by a similar transformation; they are developing
within traditional parameters of the “Eastern” model.)

TYPOLOGY/CATEGORIZATION OF NATIONALISMS

There are several variables determining the type of nationalism.
First, the role of the state. Nationalisms enunciated and promoted
by existing states will be designated as statist. These nationalisms
define a nation as a territorial-political unit. Where the state is ab-
sent, the nationalism is nonstatist by definition. Proponents of the
nonstatist variety see the nation as a politicized ethnic group bound
together by common culture or, as anthropologists would put it,
delimited by “cultural markers.” These nationalisms usually start as
cultural movements.

Second, the mode of incorporation. It can be based on either the
individual or the corporate entity. Here we have several subvari-
ables. We will call nationalisms which stress individual freedoms
and responsibilities of political citizenship Lockean since Locke was
among the earliest proponents of individual freedom and of the le-
gitimacy of political rule emanating from the consent of the gov-
erned.1 As has been stated earlier, a Lockean nationalism promotes
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the incorporation of each citizen on an individual basis—i.e., it opens
the doors to advancement and promotion to any member of a given
polity as long as s/he learns the state language and adopts the state
culture. In that sense it is inherently inclusive because it accepts all
citizens regardless of their origin.

Conversely, we will call Herderian those nationalisms which re-
strict full membership to persons of a particular origin, language,
and cultural diacritica, thereby excluding outsiders.2 They are inher-
ently exclusive. Although individuals can and do cross ethnic
boundaries into Herderian entities (e.g., through marriage), in prin-
ciple incorporation is based on descent and is therefore collective or
corporate in character. In fact, instead of calling it “Herderian incor-
poration,” it would be better to refer to it as “ethnic eligibility.”

To avoid cumbersome designations we will divide nationalisms
into statist and nonstatist, depending on the role of the state, and
Lockean-inclusive or Herderian-exclusive to indicate the mode of
incorporation and ethnic inclusivity/exclusivity. Figure 3 offers a
graphic representation of our typology. We retained the basic geo-
graphical division into Western and Central/Eastern Europe. How-
ever, we attempted to find all four varieties—statist/nonstatist and
Lockean-inclusive/Herderian-exclusive—in both areas. The statist
Lockean-inclusive variety in the West will be represented by Eng-
land and France. Catalonia will provide an example of the Lockean-
inclusive nonstatist type in the same area. In the East, Hungary fits
the Lockean-inclusive statist kind while Belorussia will supply an
example of the Lockean nonstatist variety.

With Herderian nationalisms we will have to start in the East
since it is this part of Europe that has been traditionally considered
their birthplace. Also, the statist/nonstatist order we followed in
examining Western Europe will be reversed since the Herderian type
develops among ethnies which do not possess a sovereign state of
their own. Thus Herderian nationalisms of the nonstatist kind in the
East will be represented by German and Slovak nationalisms, and
Russian will provide an example of the Herderian statist variety. In
the West, Basque nationalism corresponds to the Herderian nonsta-
tist type, while the “integral nationalism” of Charles Maurras in
France fits, with some allowances, the mold of the Herderian statist
kind. But first we must turn to brief overviews of Lockean and Her-
derian nationalisms.
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THE TRADITIONAL REPRESENTATION OF LOCKEAN NATIONALISM

In Western Europe nationalism focused on the individual and
saw the state as a commonwealth based on the freely given consent
of the governed. As Locke wrote in his second “Treatise on Civil
Government,” “Nothing can make any man [a member of a common-
wealth] but his actually entering into it by positive engagement, and
express promise and compact” (cited in Greenfeld 1992: 400). Thus
in Hans Kohn’s words, “The individual, his liberty, dignity, and hap-
piness [became] the basic element of all national life [while] the

Figure 3
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Government of a nation was a moral trust dependent upon the free
consent of the governed” (Kohn 1965: 18).

Historically this was a highly unusual line of reasoning. The
emphasis on the individual, at the expense of the state as a collective
institution, could develop only because in the West the modern state
emerged as a consequence of a struggle between the crown and the
landed aristocracy. The aristocracy, entrenched in provincial assem-
blies, claimed to champion “national liberties” and “national rights,”
which, in the context of the time, meant aristocratic privileges since
the concept of “nation” did not include the lower classes.

The crown, forced to look for allies, found them in the well-to-
do strata of the Third Estate. When it won, the crown proceeded to
build a centralized absolutist state which required a code of commu-
nication accessible to all. In other words, the state needed a language
which could be learned or imposed only through standardized edu-
cation, as well as a streamlined bureaucracy and administration. The
introduction of German as the language of government administra-
tion by Joseph II (Kann 1950: 53) in relatively backward Austria
shows that this constituted a development which was not limited to
Western Europe. As Latin lost its preeminence—in France as early as
1539 (the decree of Villers-Cotterê

ts)—and printing spread, it facilitated the development of ver-
nacular literatures, which consolidated closely related dialects into
closed fields of communication (in the Deutschian sense) inaccessi-
ble to outsiders.3 This development was further enhanced by the
“hardening” of borders, another consequence of the centralized
state, within which a sense of commonality could better develop.
(Before, frontiers were porous and permeable, not at all the linear
barriers we know today; see Braudel 1986: 298).

Finally, the concept of time changed as well. In medieval
Europe,

Time, calendar, and history were reckoned by the Christian
scheme. . . . Current events were recorded in relation to religious
holidays and saints’ days. . . . Hours of the day were named for
the hours of prayer (Tuchman 1978: 54).

In other words, time was repetitive, circular, and suffused with
Christian symbolism. With the Reformation this was lost. Instead, a
person turned into a “sociological organism moving calendrically
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through homogeneous time” (Anderson 1983: 31). Thus the “script
language, monarchy, temporality in which cosmology and history
were indistinguishable” (Anderson 1983: 40) all changed. Anderson
sees the origins of national consciousness in the interplay of decreas-
ing linguistic diversity, technology (book printing), and capitalism,
which created monoglot mass readership.4

Politically the absolutist state hinged on the king’s divine right.
But it was undermined by the Reformation almost as soon as the
tendency toward absolutism appeared. Already Ulrich Zwingli and
Jean Calvin insisted that the government had to conform to the laws
of God. Zwingli’s successor, Henrich Bullinger, openly asserted the
right to resist bad government and revolt against tyranny (Kohn
1944: 137). Once kingship was stripped of the divine right, the person
of the king lost its sacred character and became a mere mortal who
could be removed or even executed. This would eventually lead to
the beheading of Charles I and then Louis XVI.

The delegitimation of the divine right left a void in the concep-
tualization of the body politic. It was eventually filled by the notion
of “the people,” which was redefined as a nation by Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. His nation was based on the sovereignty of the people (the
“general will,” in his parlance) and full rights for each member, at
least in theory. In such a nation, nationalism was the expression of
the free individual’s free will. This concept was inherently anti-mon-
archical, anti-feudal and anti-aristocratic. It could fully develop only
in the relatively open, rapidly developing societies of Western
Europe and North America whose elites believed in the Enlighten-
ment and Reason, at least in principle, and proclaimed liberty, equal-
ity, and fraternity, at least in theory. In short, it was possible only in
societies which were built on constitutionalism, parliamentarism,
participatory democracy, and what we would nowadays call plural-
ism.

Since the bourgeoisie was the rising element in these socie-
ties—economically, socially, and politically—bourgeois values—in-
dividualism, liberalism, tolerance—permeated Western nationalism.
Politically and socially these attitudes were translated into the idea
of a social contract, the legal concept of citizenship, the principle of
individual rights and legal equality. Moreover, since nationalism in
the West developed within well-established states, it was subjected
to all the constraints which West European political order imposed
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on the state itself (Fishman 1973: 24–25). And since it was based on
political citizenship which could be acquired, it was inherently in-
clusive. Historically it integrated ever wider masses of people into
the politically defined nation, usually led by the middle classes, who
sought allies in their struggle against aristocratic privilege. First
with the crown against the aristocracy, then with the masses against
the absolutist monarchy, the bourgeoisie mobilized the peasantry,
the artisans, and the nascent industrial proletariat, transforming
them into a new, integrated community which eventually coalesced
into the nation.

THE TRADITIONAL REPRESENTATION OF
HERDERIAN NATIONALISM

If certain characteristics of Lockean thought can be harnessed
to depict an ideal type of Western nationalism, then a parallel con-
struct using Herder’s ideas might be useful in delineating what has
come to be known as Eastern nationalism. Unlike Locke, who had
merely enunciated certain principles which were incorporated into
the foundations of West European nationalisms, Herder was a theo-
retician of a new brand of nationalism. This is not to say that he was
a nationalist in the modern sense. To him nationality was not a po-
litical or biological but a spiritual and moral concept (Kohn 1965: 31)
(which is not to say that he disregarded the role of the state alto-
gether: in his conception the national state was the means through
which national characteristics were developed [Ergang 1966: 255]).

Yet Herder was the first to develop a comprehensive philoso-
phy of nationalism. At a time when nationalities were regarded as
obstacles on the road to a universal, rational society, Herder believed
that nationality was an indispensable building block and “an essen-
tial factor in the development of humanity” (Ergang 1966: 248). He
saw the ethnic group as an organic unity whose growth was regu-
lated by natural law. The nature of nationality and national character
was religious, deterministic, divine. Laws of nature were “thoughts
of the Creator,” and each nationality was part of the divine plan in
history (Ergang 1966: 250). In Herder’s view, ethnos was an organic
growth and at the same time a self-revelation of the Divine. He be-
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lieved that human civilization lived in its national and peculiar
manifestations, not in the Universal. People were first and foremost
members of their national communities; only as such could they be
truly creative (Kohn 1965: 31). In a curious premonition of the an-
thropomorphic analogies made popular by vulgar Darwinism a cen-
tury later Herder thought that after a period of growth each national
organism matures and then sinks into senility, making way for others
which pass through the same cycle. It was also implied that each
national organism had its own national soul (Ergang 1966: 85).

Herder’s cultural polycentrism emphasized folklore, ritual,
customs, myth, folk songs, and language—i.e., clues to a people’s
collective personality and identity (Smith 1971: 182). Polycentrism is
a giveaway of Herderian nationalism: two hundred years later most
Russian nationalists are equally polycentric. Thus Ilya Glazunov, a
well-known painter and nationalist: “I believe that world culture has
nothing to do with Esperanto but is a bouquet of different national
cultures” (interview in Vol’noie slovo 33 [1979]; cited in Conquest, ed.
1986: 271).

Herder believed that as the group became a single unit, a being,
it acquired a unique personality which found expression in its his-
tory, language, literature, religion, customs, art, science, and law.
Culture, then, was a product of the group mind (Ergang 1966: 87).
Herder was not a racist in any sense. “Notwithstanding the varieties
of the human form,” he wrote, “there is but one and the same species
of man throughout the whole earth” (cited in Ergang 1966: 88). “Men
are formed only by education, instruction and permanent example”
(cited in Ergang 1966: 91).

While Rousseau believed that legislation and common will can
turn people into a community, Herder subscribed to the view that
nature was “the great architect” of human society (cited in Ergang
1966: 95). His bitterness and invective were directed against
“soulless cosmopolitanism,” which is somewhat reminiscent of our
modern dread of anomie.5 Herder, however, equated this pernicious
cosmopolitanism with French influence, especially French educa-
tion, a rather prevalent attitude in the Germany of his time. In de-
nouncing the French, Herder overstepped the line which separates
patriotism from nationalism or even chauvinism.

In many respects Herder was the spiritual founder and the in-
tellectual cornerstone of German nationalism. His view of language
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as an outstanding mark of nationality, a reflection of its thought-life
(Ergang 1966: 105); his belief that each nationality has a mission to
develop its national characteristics and cultivate its national indi-
viduality (Ergang 1966: 112); his opinion that culture must be na-
tional in form and content (Ergang 1966: 251) (later reworked by
Stalin to become “national in form, socialist in content”)—all testify
to the extremely important role played by Herder in the rise of Ger-
man and subsequent Herderian nationalisms. In this and in many
other respects he was the precursor of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Gi-
useppe Mazzini, František Palacký, Lajos Kossuth, Jan Kollár,
Dositej ObradoviŒ, and countless other East European nationalists.

Virtually all Herderian nationalisms go through several easily
discernible stages. At first, a few intellectuals redefine ethnicity as a
category of classification; then they have to spread their ideas among
the general population and mobilize it in order to confront the state
apparatus controlled by the dominant ethny; finally, after a period
of struggle, their ethny either gains complete independence or settles
for a limited sovereignty in a federal or consociated system.

The first stage, the redefinition of ethnicity, requires an intelli-
gentsia. That is not to say that peasants or artisans were unaware of
ethnic or religious differences. Anti-Jewish violence in medieval
Europe and interdenominational massacres in France and Germany
during wars of religion prove otherwise. Nor should we assume that
peasants could not organize themselves: peasant wars in England,
France, and Germany (and later Russia) show they could. However,
only the intelligentsia with its intellectual expertise and the ability
to conceptualize could make ethnic differences a major category of
classification and then mobilize various interest groups in defense
of an “imaginary community.”

Societies where the upper classes preferred an alien language
and culture facilitated the spread of Herderian nationalism. Such
preferences reduced the reading public, relegated ethnic intellectu-
als to a secondary position, and sent thousands of ambitious ethnic
intellectuals into an alien cultural milieu. In this situation language
became a matter of paramount importance. And if the country was
militarily weak and disunited, as was the case in the Germanies and
Italies, or subject to ethnically alien rulers, as was the case every-
where else in Eastern Europe, or even if it simply suffered from a
complex of cultural inferiority, as was the case in Russia, all these
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factors provided a strong stimulus to worshipping strength and
unity.

Since even the most rabid ethnic nationalists could not simply
deny the superiority of the civilization which they rejected, they
could only fall back on the innate goodness of their ethny. Thus the
wholesomeness, the manly virtues of their own people had to be
contrasted with the degenerate character of the “western” neighbor.
And westerners in general had to be represented as false, effeminate,
and phony—in short, contemptible. Or as an old Flemish saying
goes, “Wat wals is, vals is” (Whatever is Walloon is false). Ironically
these accusations, first hurled against the French by the Germans,
were later used by Slavs against Germans as the bacilli of Herderian-
type nationalism penetrated further east.

Once the differences had been recognized, proto-nationalist in-
tellectuals had to indoctrinate the people and look for allies. Al-
though these intellectuals often found themselves close to the centers
of power—as teachers of rulers’ offspring, for example—they were
powerless themselves and could not effect fundamental changes on
their own. Thus their indoctrination efforts were inevitably bifur-
cated, directed at the ruling elite on the one hand, at the lower classes
on the other.

In the feudal and semifeudal absolutist states of the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, where the bourgeoisie was numeri-
cally weak and politically even weaker, the nascent nationalistic in-
telligentsia sided with whatever allies it could find: the local gentry
(as in Poland and Hungary) or even the peasantry (as in Slovenia,
Bulgaria, and Serbia). While in the West nationalism developed as a
political expression of the rising middle classes within the estab-
lished states, in the East it developed as a cultural movement in
societies which had not for the most part experienced Renaissance,
Reformation, or Enlightenment.

Familiar only with authoritarian political structures, Herderian
nationalism developed a strong authoritarian bent, just as Lockean-
type nationalism bore the imprint of Western liberal tradition. In the
West individualism suffused nationalism. In the East nationalism
promoted communalism. More often than not, such communal na-
tionalism found a natural ally in forces of reaction. This was particu-
larly true of “satisfied” ethnic nationalism—i.e., nationalism which
had achieved statehood, like Hungarian nationalism after the Com-
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promise of 1867. Others—Croatian nationalism, for example—could
flip-flop, siding with reactionary Vienna against revolutionary Hun-
gary or with Hungary against Vienna, depending on the situation.
This shows that much in nationalism’s behavior and configuration
was circumstantial and not the result of some intrinsic reactionary
essence.

Intellectuals espousing Herderian-type nationalism tried to
overcome their strong complex of inferiority by instilling a sense of
mission and messianism. This was facilitated by the fact that many
contemporary (nineteenth- and early twentieth-century) East Euro-
pean cultures were still suffused with religious messianism and
Christian universalism, an inheritance of the Middle Ages. As Niko-
lai Berdyaev wrote in his comments on the Russian Revolution,

The Russian people are passing from one medieval period into
another. . . . The workman is not at all inclined to pass from Chris-
tian faith to enlightened rationalism and skepticism; he is more
inclined to go over to a new faith and a new idol-worship”
(Berdyaev 1960: 39).

Most Russian “workmen” passed from Christianity to “prophetic”
Marxism to nationalism. This explains much of the fanaticism and
the dogma of early Soviet communism and Stalinism and the spread
of extreme nationalism in post-Communist Russia, which surprised
many observers. In much of Eastern Europe, where nationalism had
made earlier inroads and where (Soviet) communism was “im-
ported” and imposed, a large proportion of the proletariat bypassed
Marxism altogether. In these countries nationalism proved to be a
potent antidote to Marxism, and when the Soviet domination col-
lapsed (or was withdrawn), nationalism reappeared as a major po-
litical force.

Romantic historicism played a major role in this turnaround.
As a rule, Herderian-type nationalisms idealized the past and turned
it into a cornerstone of national regeneration. The idea of nationhood
centered around the folk community imagined as a healthy, manly
peasant society free of degenerate Townsman and Foreigner (often
equated since in many areas towns were populated by people of
different ethnic origin—e.g., Germans and Jews). Xenophobic and
chiliastic, Herderian nationalisms sought to recreate the imagined
past in the future.
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Until 1848 Herderian nationalism stressed collaboration of peo-
ples against monarchs and saw its mission in the fight for freedom
and constitutionalism (Kohn 1955: 39), which made it run on a track
parallel to that of the Lockean-type nationalism. However, after 1848
it turned increasingly to the glorification of the martial spirit, wor-
ship of national heroes and their deeds in war. In a sense, this is the
year when Herderian nationalism came of age: from here the pedi-
gree becomes unmistakably “Eastern,” and the line of development
points increasingly in one direction: that of political intolerance and
authoritarianism.

Above we delineated the position that Lockean-type national-
ism is based on political citizenship in a preexisting state which
promotes individual rather than communal incorporation and deter-
mines the inclusive character of Lockean nationalism. To test these
assumptions we will now look for (a) statist Lockean and (b) nonstatist
Lockean nationalisms in the West, as well as (c) statist Lockean and
(d) nonstatist Lockean nationalisms in the East. England and France
will serve as examples for case (a).

ENGLISH NATIONALISM

United under one government since at least 1017, in possession
of a common literary language and venerable historical traditions,
England is considered a classical representative of Lockean-type na-
tionalism. Of particular importance is the fact that its Parliament
developed as a territorial, not a tribal, assembly (Snyder 1976:
73–74).

However, as one looks closer, one discovers features which are
unexpected in a Lockean nationalism. First, English nationalism
arose out of a religious matrix (Kohn 1965: 16–17), which is a Her-
derian trait. It was the break with Rome in 1534 that laid the Protes-
tant foundations of English nationalism. These were reinforced by
the persecution of Protestants in Queen Mary’s reign; in Liah Green-
feld’s words, “Religion and national sentiment became identified”
(1992: 66). Then, under Puritan influence, the three main tenets of
Hebrew nationhood were revived: the idea of a chosen people (this
goes back to Milton), the Covenant, and the messianic expectancy.
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Another Herderianism is only a partial acceptance of the people
of the Celtic fringe. According to Geoffrey Gorer, within the internal
English context, people of the Celtic fringe are regarded as un-Eng-
lish, almost as foreigners (cited in DeVos and Romanucci-Ross 1975:
156–72). Here there is a clearly maintained difference between being
British (no one denies that the Welsh are British) and English (which
they are not).

Given the presence of clearly Herderian traits in a quintessen-
tially Lockean nationalism, what, we may ask, separates it from
purely Herderian nationalisms? The important difference, according
to Hans Kohn (1965: 18), is that the individual, his liberty, dignity,
and happiness were the basic elements of national life. This presup-
poses a voluntary accession to the political community. Indeed as it
gradually expanded its political franchise in the nineteenth century,
English nationhood incorporated broad masses within an existing
state into a cohesive whole. But, we may ask, is voluntary incorpo-
ration indispensable? Is Lockeanism possible where coercion is ap-
plied? Such indeed was often the case in France.

FRENCH NATIONALISM

Like its English counterpart, French nationalism is an uneasy
melange of Lockean and Herderian traits. The cultural heritage of
French national identity, its literary language, the continuity of his-
tory and statehood go back to at least the twelfth century.

French nationalism is unique in that we can pinpoint the begin-
ning of Lockeanization with precision: 1254. This was the year when
the king’s title was changed from rex Francorum to rex Franciae
(Greenfeld 1992: 92), and the definition of Frenchness from jus san-
guinis to jus soli. From that moment French identity was defined by
an increasingly powerful and centralized state. The contents of iden-
tity could change drastically. In fact it metamorphosed from being a
religious community, the eldest daughter of the Church, ruled by the
“most Christian king” (Greenfeld 1992: 93), to a political community
which owed its allegiance to the “people,” which was redefined to
include the whole population of France. The state and the people of
France fused into a new notion of the “nation” (imported from Eng-
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land, according to Greenfeld 1992: 155). The new entity was increas-
ingly perceived in opposition to the king and, eventually, the aris-
tocracy, which did not enter into the new Covenant, to the extent that
it came to be seen as an alien race which had descended “from the
forests of Franconia” (Abbé Sieyès; cited in Greenfeld 1992: 172).

Through all these metamorphoses “Frenchness” was solidly an-
chored within the structures of the state. This does not mean that
France was a homogeneous entity. Its unity was imposed from above
and concealed deep fissures in French society. In 1790 Abbé Grégoire
found that while three-quarters of the population knew French, only
about one-tenth could speak it (Johnson in Teich and Porter, eds.
1993: 52). In the south (langue d’oc) most people did not even under-
stand the language (Braudel 1986: 81). And Eugen Weber showed
that the French peasantry, especially in the south, did not join the
major currents of national life until this century’s interwar period
(Weber 1976).

But at least the framework of the state was already in place
when French nationalism was born. Only one thing was left to do:
turn all the inhabitants of the state into Frenchmen. This was the task
of universal public education and the army, which spread the state
language and implanted feelings of patriotism in the hearts of the
citizens and their children.

The imposition of French was often implemented by oppressive
methods, especially among ethnic minorities. Liberty, dignity, and
happiness of the individual may be the cornerstones of Lockean-type
nationalism, but methods used in French schools in Brittany, for
example, were highly coercive. Schoolchildren caught using Breton
at school were often made to wear a worn out old shoe around their
necks, and the only way to get rid of it was to catch a playmate
speaking Breton (Reece 1977: 31); at St. Yves School in Quimper
teachers put a little ball in pupils’ mouths which passed from pupil
to pupil (Reece 1977: 32). But Bretons fully conversant in French
encountered no obstacles to advancement or prominence. And even
unassimilated Bretons could count on equality before the law and
that the law would be equitably applied to all citizens regardless of
their origin.

Both the English and the French examples show that suppos-
edly Lockean nationalisms are full of Herderian traits. Yet religious
messianism and coercive incorporation do not necessarily lead to
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Herderianism. In fact incorporation can be quite brutal, but as long
as it does not exclude citizens, it serves the purposes of inclusivity and
thus Lockeanization.

In England and France we have strong, old, well-established
states. But is the state framework absolutely indispensable for the
formation of Lockean identity and nationalism? If we could find an
example of a “stateless” ethnic entity—perhaps a province in an
existing state or a federal unit—which fully conforms to the Lockean
mode, we would be able to prove that Lockeanism without a state is
also possible. In our opinion, we can find this kind of entity in Cata-
lonia.

CATALAN NATIONALISM

The Statutes of 1932 and 1979 accepted as Catalan any Spanish
citizen with administrative residence in any municipality of Catalo-
nia (Woolard 1989: 37). In the 1979 referendum on the Statute of
Autonomy the key slogan during the campaign was “All those who
live and work in Catalonia are Catalan” (Woolard 1989: 36). This is
a quintessentially Lockean attitude based on jus soli and a politi-
cal/territorial allegiance. Such an attitude was inevitable in a prov-
ince where up to one-half of the population (estimates differ) is of
non-Catalan origin. Catalonia simply could not afford to alienate
one-half of its inhabitants and achieve autonomy. The support of
immigrants to Catalonia, especially those from Andalusia and other
parts of Spain’s southern regions, and their children was absolutely
vital to create a politically meaningful Catalan identity. But no stat-
ute can make new members of a polity feel that they belong or share
in the ethnic symbolism of their new home. Nor does it make them
fully acceptable to the autochthons.

In the popular mind of both Catalonians and the immigrants
four criteria determine one’s Catalanita: birthplace, descent, senti-
ment/behavior, and language—all Herderian parameters. This al-
lows for highly varied, often unpredictable results. According to one
survey, 55 percent of Andalusians permanently resident in Catalonia
felt Catalan, but only 20 percent spoke the language (Strubell i
Trueta; cited in Woolard 1989: 40). Castilian-speaking teenagers, chil-
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dren of immigrants, use birthplace as the main criterion. This may
lead to a somewhat unusual situation where self-ascription is
switched along the generational divide (“My husband and I are An-
dalusian, but our children are Catalan”; cited in Woolard 1989: 38).

On the other side the attitudes are no less ambiguous. Native
Catalans who are culturally and linguistically Catalan do not fully
accept even children of immigrants, unless they have been fully
Catalanized. In common perception, a Catalan is a person who
speaks Catalan like a native, particularly at home, as a first and
habitual language (Woolard 1989: 39)—again a perfectly Herderian
notion.

The picture is further complicated by the fact that group affili-
ation among immigrants and their children can be regional: Murcian,
Andalusian, Aragonese, etc. Also, all Castilian-speaking immi-
grants, especially those of low socioeconomic status, can be called
Murcians or Andalusians, a “generic” designation going back to two
major waves of immigration which reached Catalonia after World
Wars I and II respectively. The main division runs between Catalans
and Castilians, who represent the centralized, and in the Francoist
past, a highly repressive state.

Upon closer investigation, one finds that the label “Catalan”
may cover a number of subdesignations: “Catalans of origin,” “old
Catalans,” “Catalans of always” vs. “Catalans of immigration,”
“new Catalans,” “Catalans by adoption,” “recent Catalans,” “new-
comer Catalans,” and a number of others—but all Catalans never-
theless (Woolard 1989: 44). The non-Catalan also consists of a
number of overlapping identities such as Spanish (i.e., neutral, non-
Catalan), Castilian (i.e., centralist, repressive, and thus particularly
abhorrent to nationally minded Catalans), or pseudo-regional,
which covers all immigrants of low socioeconomic status. However,
if the immigrant and especially his or her children learn to speak
flawless Catalan and adopt Catalan mores and mentality, they are
reassigned into the class of full-fledged Catalans. This, incidentally,
points to the importance of language, supposedly a Herderian crite-
rion, in the Lockean model, as does the French example. But in this
case the language is a highway to full integration, unlike in the
Herderian self-conceptualization (a Jew who speaks flawless Ger-
man is a Jew; a Jew who speaks flawless French is almost French
under “normal” circumstances).
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The Catalan example shows that the official stance may not
completely reflect popular attitudes. In fact there are significant Her-
derian elements in Catalan identity, just as there are in the English
identity and nationalism. To a large extent Catalonia was forced into
the Lockean mode by the political realities of a large immigrant
population. However, we should not overstate the case either: under
similar circumstances the Russian minorities in the more Herderian
Latvia and Estonia are not accepted as full-fledged Latvians or Es-
tonians, although citizenship will be extended if the Russians learn
the local languages.

Does the Catalan example invalidate the crucial role of the state
in the formation of Lockean nationalisms? We believe that it does,
but only to a certain extent since Catalan identity was formed within
a powerful and prosperous state which flourished in the thirteenth
to fifteenth centuries and left a lasting imprint on Catalans. With the
union of Aragon and Castile (in 1479) Catalonia lost its statehood
(although not its parliament), but its identity, now demoted to the
regional level, persists until today.

There is a long-standing and well-entrenched assumption that
Lockean nationalisms are not to be found in Eastern Europe. We
believe this is not the case and offer Hungary as an example of a
largely Lockean mode in East-Central Europe.

HUNGARIAN NATIONALISM

As in Western Europe, natio Hungarica initially included only
members of the dominant class, mostly gentry, who lived within the
limits of the Kingdom of Hungary. Being Hungarian thus had no
ethnic connotation. All landowners, be they Magyar, German, Slo-
vak, Romanian, Serbian, or whatever, whether they spoke Hungar-
ian or not, were regarded as members of the Hungarian nation
(Islamov 1992: 166). The State Assembly of 1764 refused a request by
the Serbian Church Council for special privileges precisely because
“we believe they [Hungarian Serbs] are all Hungarians” (ibid.).

Although the Hungarian language knew only one designation
for the country, Magyarorszag—i.e., the land of the Magyars (Is-
lamov 1992: 167)—historical Hungary was a political and territorial
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entity along Lockean lines. When, as a result of the Compromise of
1867, Hungary achieved the status of an autonomous unit within the
Hapsburg Empire, less than half of its population was of Hungarian
ethnic stock. It thus faced a problem similar to that of France at the
end of the eighteenth century or that of Catalonia in the twentieth,
although Hungary’s problem was much more severe. It is therefore
hardly surprising that Hungary embarked on a policy of Magyari-
zation, similar to France’s Francophonization seventy-five years be-
fore. Hungarian became the state language, and minority languages
were gradually suppressed, despite a fairly liberal Nationalities Law
of 1868 (Rusinow 1992: 252). Transylvania lost its local autonomy,
and Croatia’s was severely limited. Successive governments encour-
aged rapid assimilation of ethnic minorities. All together, about two
million non-Hungarians were Magyarized between 1850 and 1910
(Rusinow 1992: 253), an enormous figure given the Magyar popula-
tion in 1853 of only 5.4 million (taken from Hain; cited in Seton-Wat-
son 1972: 434). The reason for this success lies in the fact that any
minority member could become Magyar with all the social mobility,
career advancement, and advantages of citizenship as long as s/he
learned Hungarian and assimilated.

Thus in its main outline Hungarian nationalism adhered to the
French model. This nationalism succeeded fairly well, at least to the
extent that the Magyar proportion of the total population exceeded
50 percent (51.4 percent to be precise, without Croatia) by 1900 (Hain;
cited in Seton-Watson 1972: 434). That it turned away from the Lock-
ean mode after the dismemberment of historical Hungary in 1919
merely shows that the choice of model is largely situational. The
country lost huge minority populations it had tried to assimilate.
Defeat and the harshness of the peace treaty led to resentment and
rejection of non-Hungarians. As a result, Hungarian identity was
redefined in ethno-racial terms.

So far we have demonstrated that Lockean nationalism is not
confined to Western Europe but is encountered in Eastern Europe as
well. We have also shown that the statist framework, although im-
portant, is not indispensable for the appearance of Lockean nation-
alism. An old statist identity demoted to the level of regional identity
may suffice, at least in Western Europe, to produce Lockean nation-
alism. Thus we are left with the proposition that Lockean national-
ism is largely a function of individual incorporation based on jus
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soli. This kind of incorporation promotes inclusivity. Moreover, it
does not matter if it is promoted by coercive methods, as in France
or Hungary, or is purely voluntary, as in Catalonia. Nor does the
presence of occasional Herderianisms, such as messianism and a
religious matrix, invalidate the Lockean character of inclusive na-
tionalisms.

We have only one more type of nationalism to find in order to
complete the matrix: a Lockean-inclusive nationalism of the nonsta-
tist kind in Eastern Europe. We believe that Belorussian (or Be-
larusan, in the latest terminology) nationalism is a good example.

BELORUSSIAN NATIONALISM

Originally a part of the Kievan Rus’, the Belorussian lands were
gradually incorporated into the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Already
at the end of the twelfth century some Krivichan lands (Krivichi is
one of the three tribes from which the Belorussian ethny later devel-
oped) passed under Lithuanian rule (Wasilewski 1920: 264–65). By
the time Lithuania captured Kiev (in 1362) virtually all Belorussian
lands had become part of the Grand Duchy. The incorporation was
gradual and proceeded through marriage or agreement when west-
ern Russian principalities sought Lithuanian protection against hos-
tile neighbors (Vakar 1956: 43).

The Grand Duchy itself was Lockean: all inhabitants, whatever
their ethnic stock, considered themselves Lithuanian. Lithuanian
Slavs were no exception; they called themselves licviny or li-
toucy—i.e., Lithuanians (Zaprudnik 1993: 4). Since the Slav popula-
tion of the duchy was more advanced culturally and economically,
Old Russian was accepted as the language of state. Repeated inter-
marriage of the leading Lithuanian families with Russian princesses
(sixteen toward the end of the fifteenth century; four consecutive
generations of the grand dukes had Russian mothers and Russian
wives [Vakar 1956: 51]) brought strong Russian influence to the
Lithuanian court. The Old (Belo)russian language and culture had
prestige, and gradually much of the Lithuanian upper strata were
Russianized. At the time, the language of religious writings was
uniform among all Eastern Slavs, but the vernacular was already
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beginning to diverge from other Russian dialects, largely through
local developments and borrowings from Polish.

History set Belorussians apart from other Eastern Slavs. After
the first union of Lithuania and Poland in 1385, the proto-Belorus-
sian population was subjected to strong Western (largely Polish) in-
fluence. And the Reformation rendered it multiconfessional,
especially among the aristocracy, with the Orthodox, Catholics, and
Protestants forming part of a whole. Typically Belorussia did not
know large-scale ethnic or religious strife, either during the Refor-
mation or later. The only massacres were perpetrated by Muscovite
troops, who often killed Catholics and Jews in towns they captured.
Compared to most of their neighbors, Belorussians have been re-
markably tolerant. Westernization was further strengthened by the
organization of city life along German models (the Magdeburg law)
in the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries.

As the pressure from Muscovy increased after 1550, the Lithu-
anian lands, including Belorussia, drew closer to Poland. For its part,
the Polish crown met them half way: the anti-Catholic provisions of
the Horodlo Union of 1415 were struck down (in 1562), and the
country was reorganized along federal lines in 1569 (Zaprudnik
1993: 29). (The extent and degree of federalization have been hotly
disputed ever since.)

The retreat of the Reformation and the imposition of the Union
of Brest (by which the Orthodox acknowledged papal authority and
Catholic dogma in return for a compromise on the Eastern rite, serv-
ices in Slavonic, and priest celibacy [Vakar 1956: 56]) put Belorussia
under increasing Polish influence. Eventually this began to affect the
status of the Belorussian language. The Statutes of the Grand Duchy
(codes of law) in 1529, 1566, and 1588 were all written in Belorussian.
It was still the language of the ducal chancellery, the courts, the
chronicles, and diplomacy (Zaprudnik 1993: 37). Until the seven-
teenth century, when many noble families in Lithuania and Belorus-
sia started switching to Polish, Belorussian played the same role in
the Grand Duchy that Latin had played in most European countries
in the Middle Ages.

With the loss of large sections of Ukraine to Muscovy in 1654,
the weight of the Eastern Slav element in the Polish Commonwealth
decreased while that of Poland expanded. In 1696 Polish was made
the official language (Zaprudnik 1993: 39). Catholic (i.e., Polish)
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monasteries and religious establishments proliferated; conversion to
Catholicism became an initiation into a higher form of civilization
and a mark of distinction (Vakar 1956: 57). In Catholic homes first,
in others later, Polish began to replace Russian, much like earlier Old
Russian had replaced Lithuanian. Between 1596 (the Union of Brest)
and 1795 (the Third Partition) most of the Belorussian nobility, gen-
try, and burghers were thoroughly Polonized (Zaprudnik 1993: 45).
The process did not proceed without resistance. The Chamberlain of
Smolensk called Polish culture “a dog’s flesh clothing our Russian
bones” (Vakar 1956: 61) (so much for the absence of nationalist senti-
ments before the eighteenth century); Orthodox fraternities were
organized in towns and uprisings erupted in the countryside. In
vain, Polonization continued to spread, although as late as the last
decade of the eighteenth century there were still old-fashioned lords
who liked to talk Belorussian among themselves (Czeczot; cited in
Wasilewski 1920: 269).

The Polish partitions were justified by Russia as the in-gather-
ing of all Rus’—i.e., regaining of the Kievan Russian patrimony. After
the Second Partition a commemorative medal was minted in St. Pe-
tersburg with an inscription, “What had been torn away I returned”
(Ottorzhennaia vozvratikh [Vakar 1956: 66]). Ironically the Russian
governments under Paul and Alexander I were not aware of the fact
that the greater part of the Belorussian Slav population were not
Polish, mostly because the gentry and the other educated sections of
the population with which they dealt were Polish. Catholics pre-
served all former privileges; local administration and education
were left in Polish hands, and Polonization continued unabated. It
was only after the insurrections of 1830–31 and 1863, in the context
of general anti-Polish repressions, that St. Petersburg “discovered”
the non-Polish character of the Belorussian peasantry. Both insurrec-
tions were widely supported in Belorussia. In 1863, for example, 18
percent of the insurgents were (non-Polish) peasants, although most
insurgents—about 70 percent—originated among the heavily
Polonized gentry (Zaprudnik 1993: 57). To counter Polish “subver-
sion,” the Russian government purged Poles from local administra-
tion and banned the Polish language from schools and
administration. (Ironically the use of Belorussian was also prohib-
ited on the mistaken assumption that it was a Polish dialect [Vakar
1956: 69].) However, some leading Russian figures such as Aksakov
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and Katkov finally woke up to the fact that Belorussians were not
Polish.

Depolonization gained momentum in 1839, when the Uniate
hierarchs renounced the Union of Brest and returned to the Ortho-
dox fold. This was the final blow to the Uniate Church: after the First
Partition about 1.5 million Uniates had converted to the Orthodox
faith (Vakar 1956: 68). Now the remaining 1.5 million were regis-
tered, often against their will, as Orthodox (Vakar 1956: 69). In 1840
even the names Belarus and Litva were banned; instead Belorussia
became known as the Northwestern Province (Zaprudnik 1993: 50).

The insurrections precipitated a radical transformation of Be-
lorussia. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, before the ap-
pearance of nationalism, one’s identity was still defined by one’s
religious affiliation. Catholicism was synonymous with Polishness,
while Orthodoxy meant Russianness. When over 30,000 nobles and
gentry switched from Catholicism to the Orthodox faith in 1865–66,
they were passing, in their minds, from being Polish to being Rus-
sian. Like Polish earlier, Russian now became a mark of cultural and
social distinction, especially when the best families chose (re)conver-
sion.

The renunciation of the Union of Brest (the Uniate denomina-
tion itself had plebeian connotations) eliminated a middle category,
a no-man’s land between Orthodoxy and Catholicism, and split Be-
lorussian Christians between Orthodox/Russian (81 percent in 1897)
and Catholic/Polish camps (18.5 percent, according to Zaprudnik
1993: 63). The situation was further complicated by the fact that the
vast majority of the educated and the affluent were culturally alien:
as late as 1917, 97.4 percent of urban dwellers were non-Belorussian
(Zaprudnik 1993: 67). In Minsk in 1897, 51.2 percent of the entire
population was Jewish and 25.5 percent Russian; only 9.3 percent
was Belorussian (Wasilewski 1920: 93). This is hardly surprising: the
ruin of the Polish gentry after the abolition of serfdom in 1861 and
the confiscations of 1863 eliminated the economic and social powers
of a major Polish-leaning stratum of the population. This propelled
a large section of the Jewish intelligentsia and, to a smaller extent,
the business class toward Russian culture. And this introduced the
Russian language into the Catholic parts of the former Grand Duchy
(Wasilewski 1920: 76). Earlier, even among peasants perhaps 10 per-
cent could read Polish while only 1 percent could read Russian
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(Zaprudnik 1993: 55). After 1863 Russian began to gain ground. Even
Lithuanian nationalists preferred to communicate with Poles in Rus-
sian since it did not threaten the existence of the Lithuanian ethny.

By the end of the nineteenth century, when nationalism
“switched” the major boundary marker from religious denomina-
tion to language, the whole structure of ascriptive categories was
radically transformed. Inevitably the fluidity of linguistic and de-
nominational boundaries led to extremes of ascriptive confusion. As
Wasilewski wrote,

In Lithuania and Belorussia we have people who speak the lan-
guage of one people but who ascribe themselves to another. We
have Lithuanians who cannot speak a word of Lithuanian, Poles
who are very much attached to the Polish people, yet who speak
(i.e., whose mother tongue is) Lithuanian, Belorussian or Latvian.
We have ”locals" who speak “vernacular” who define their na-
tionality by denomination. We have families where siblings be-
long to two different nationalities. We have such wonders as the
representative from Pinsk in the First Duma who was Polish by
language and culture, came from a Lithuanian family, and con-
sidered himself Belorussian even though he grew up in Ukrainian
(ethnic) territory and was closely connected with it (1920: 85).

On the other hand, such fluidity allowed the inclusion in one’s
ethny of people who spoke another language and came from a dif-
ferent ethnic stock. This was particularly important in disputed bor-
der areas with mixed population. Here, paradoxically, acceptance
and tolerance became instruments of expansion. This was particu-
larly true in the Vilna region. Vilna had special significance for many
Belorussians. Not a few still considered the city as their capital, and
during the revolution of 1905 it was the first choice for convening
the Belorussian Constituent Assembly (Vakar 1956: 86). The city and
the vicinity were mixed in the extreme. In 1897 in the city proper 40
percent of the population was Jewish, 31 percent Polish, and 20 per-
cent Russian. Belorussians amounted to only 4 percent and Lithuani-
ans to barely 2 percent. In the surrounding countryside the popula-
tion was even more fragmented: 26.4 percent Belorussian, 21.7
percent Jewish, 21.4 percent Lithuanian, 20.6 percent Polish, and 10.7
percent Russian (Vakar 1956: 10). The census of 1897 was conducted
by Russian authorities who had an anti-Polish and anti-Jewish bias
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and probably listed many Belorussians as Russians. The German
census of 1916 (during German occupation), which presumably was
not similarly biased, found 70 percent Poles, 23.9 percent Jews, 3.5
percent Belorussians, and 2.8 percent Lithuanians (Vakar 1956: 11)
(after a mass evacuation of Russians and a large-scale expulsion of
Jews by the Russian authorities). Clearly the percentage of Poles in
this census was greatly inflated by adding Polish-speaking Belorus-
sians, Jews, and Lithuanians.

This trend was continued in independent Poland. As in the
times of the Commonwealth, the Belorussian was considered gente
Russus, natione Polonus and was called bialopolski, (White Polish).
This way the total number of Belorussians in the first Polish census
of 1921 was brought down from about 3.5 million (Zaprudnik 1993:
83) to 1.03 million. In other words, only Orthodox Belorussians were
counted as Belorussians. Among the Roman Catholics only 60,000
registered or were allowed to register as Belorussians, the rest being
added to the Polish numbers. It is interesting that in Polesie at this
late date, 62.5 percent of the entire population still considered itself
“local” or “undecided” (Vakar 1956: 13).

From Belorussian history, it becomes clear how Belorussian na-
tional identity managed to develop Lockean inclusivity without a
statist structure. It evolved in a state based on jus soli. It belonged
to the large majority of the population (as high as 80 percent in the
Grand Duchy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). Being on a
higher level of civilization, the Belorussian culture initially attracted
and absorbed the upper strata of politically dominant Lithuanians.
When the Belorussian-Lithuanian elites chose Polonization, the Be-
lorussian peasantry was still nationally undecided, with religion still
being the main marker of collective identity. Thus Orthodox Belorus-
sians could be counted as Russian, while the Catholic ones could be
included among Poles. By the same token, a religious conversion led
to a switch in ethnic affiliation—to the extent that siblings from the
same family could end up in different nationalities. Whatever their
nominal nationality, they were not excluded from the Belorussian
“family.” Thus the jus soli foundations of collective identity in the
Grand Duchy, a long tradition of assimilation and acceptance of alien
elites, confusion of denomination with ethnic affiliation, a large pro-
portion of ethnically undecided people (the “locals”), and the desire
to retain areas with mixed populations have all contributed to the
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creation of a nonstatist Lockean-inclusive Belorussian identity and
nationalism.

In describing Lockean nationalisms, we started with classical
statist models of English and French nationalisms. When we turn to
Herderian nationalisms, the order should be reversed because ethnic
nationalisms in Central and Eastern Europe originated and devel-
oped without the benefit of the state. In contemplating the peculiari-
ties of Herderian nationalisms, we will start with Germany since this
was Herder’s homeland and the basis for his concept of nationalism.
Germany furnished the original Herderian model, which other East
European nationalities were to emulate.

GERMAN NATIONALISM

It is often stated that until 1806 Germany knew no unified state.
Strictly speaking, this is not true since the Holy Roman Empire pro-
vided the framework for pan-German unity. However, the empire
was fragmented into about three hundred states and statelets which
pursued their own interests, often at loggerheads with each other.
But disunity did not prevent the emergence of broad cultural move-
ments which developed across the whole of German cultural space.
German nationalism was one of these movements. Its rise is inextri-
cably linked with Romanticism.

Like their Western counterparts, German Romantics started as
extreme individualists. But unlike the Western Romantics, Germans
ended as collectivists. The transformation resulted from their long-
ing for a true harmonious community, much like Rousseau’s. But
where the Swiss philosopher sought an integrated political commu-
nity, German Romantics dreamed of an organic folk community.
They looked back to the imagined glories of the past, the days of
order and security, the happy time when the Holy Roman Empire
was the most powerful entity in Europe. German Romantics did not
want French universalism and Weltburgertum; rather they hoped for
a new Germany of valiant, truthful, pure, courageous men, a clear
proof of Teutonic superiority, which the sense of cultural inferiority
demanded in compensation. German Romantic nationalism was
anti-French, anti-aristocratic, anti-cosmopolitan, anti-effete, anti-in-
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tellectual. As such, it appealed to virtually all social strata (Snyder
1976: 89).

The German version formulated by Herder and then elaborated
by Johann Fichte, Johann Schlegel, Ernst Arndt, Friedrich Jahn, and
Christoph Müller was an “organic” version. It postulated that the
nation, unique, natural, and objective, was the true subject of history,
propelled by the self-moving national spirit as it gradually unfolded
through history. This idea emanated from the writings of Immanuel
Kant. The organic vision was based on several premises: (1) cultural
diversity of humankind (Herder’s idea); (2) national self-realization
achievable only through political struggle (introduced by Fichte);
and (3) the subordination and dissolution of an individual and his
will in the will of the organic state (also elaborated by Fichte) (Smith
1971: 17).

From there German nationalism developed a philosophy built
on (a) collective self-determination for each people; (b) a free expres-
sion of national character and individuality; and (c) a “vertical” (i.e.,
nonhierarchical) division of the world into equal nations, each living
according to the dictates of its genius (Smith 1971: 23). When applied
to an individual, it meant that s/he could not change his/her nation-
ality at will, as is possible when it is based on political citizenship.
Rudolf Hess formulates the Herderian concept of nationality with
clarity and precision:

The German cannot and may not choose whether or not he will
be German, but that he was sent into this world by God as a
German. . . . The German everywhere is German—whether he
lives in the Reich, or in Japan or in France or in China or anywhere
else in the world (cited in Kamenka, ed. 1977: 11).

But the laws governing the acquisition of German citizenship
were formulated long before Hess and the rise of Nazism. They
derive from the Reichs- and Staatsburgergesetz of 23 July 1913,
which specify that citizenship is passed by descent from parent to
child, another consequence of Herder ’s organic vision of ethnos
(Klusmeyer 1993: 84). Thus the acquisition of German citizenship is
based on jus sanguinis; in theory it excludes anyone who is biologi-
cally non-German. In that sense German, and by implication all Her-
derian nationalisms, are highly exclusive.
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As for the role of the state, the German situation was somewhat
different from that of most Central and East European ethnies since
the German nation was not politically or culturally oppressed by
alien masters. Furthermore, precisely because it was fragmented into
numerous states, it had a multiple political expression denied to
virtually every other ethny in the area. Its task therefore was unifi-
cation, not a creation of state ex nihilo. The situation was quite dif-
ferent for “ahistorical” ethnies like Slovaks, who had virtually no
upper or even middle classes to guide them through the process of
national(istic) (re)birth.

SLOVAK NATIONALISM

Like most Herderian nationalisms which appeared among
“ahistorical” people, the Slovak version developed in several stages.
First, as far back as the seventeenth century, Jesuits began printing
books in Slovak vernacular, in an effort to wean Protestants from the
heretical faith (Brock 1976: 5). However, it was not until the 1780s
that a group of Catholic intellectuals began to write in the vernacular,
while a Catholic priest wrote a Slovak grammar and a dictionary. The
net effect was a separation from the closely related Czech language
and, therefore, community. This was the first step toward the delimi-
tation of the Slovak ethnos. However, these proto-nationalists did
not dispute that the Slovak gentry belonged to natio Hungarica. As
Brock put it, “The feeling of separate ethnic identity is not . . . the
same as consciousness of separate national identity” (1976: 7). Or in
the words of Matej Bel, a Slovak intellectual of that time, an educated
Slovak was someone who was “lingua Slavus, natione Hungarus,
eruditione Germanus” (Brock 1976: 15–16).

In the second stage, members of the Protestant (and pro-Czech)
intelligentsia influenced by German linguistic nationalism began to
assert Slovak cultural and linguistic separateness, but still within the
political framework of the Hungarian state. The leader of this circle,
Jan Kollár, was profoundly influenced by Herder; it was from his
studies at the University of Jena that he brought notions of cultural
and linguistic nationalism (Brock 1976: 21). It is interesting that
Kollár started as a pan-Slavist and regarded his people as members
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of a Slav nation. In this, he totally divorced nation and state, leaving
language as the main determinant of nationality. Potentially his
teaching could be used to advocate pan-Slavic unity, much like the
idea of German unity was beginning to take hold across the German
cultural continuum.

It was these early proto-Czechoslovak nationalists who extri-
cated the Slovak ethnos from natio Hungarica because in their view
only a common language created a nation (Brock 1976: 36). Then in
the mid-1840s another group of Protestants, led by Stur, rejected the
“Czechophiles” and advocated a Slovak language and nationality.
This was probably a reaction to the introduction of Magyar as the
national language in 1844 (Brock 1976: 39) (it replaced Latin) and the
rise of Magyar assimilationist pressures, although theoretically they
should have sought salvation in a closer cooperation with Czechs.
Like Herder and Glazunov, Stur was an adherent of ethnic polycen-
trism. He even coined a special term for it, kmenovitost’ (Brock 1976:
48), from kmen’, tribe, by which he meant the (praiseworthy) ability
of the Slav nation to subdivide into tribes, of which Slovaks were
one.

With their Romanian and Serbian counterparts, early Slovak
nationalists used language to separate (or save) the Slovak ethnos
from Magyarization. They helped explode the unity of the historic
Hungarian state and then preserved Slovak distinctiveness in an-
other, less oppressive, but potentially even more dangerous union
with the Czechs. From the struggle against Magyarization, the Slo-
vak path led to the incorporation into Czechoslovakia as a nominal
state nation (already in 1837 Slovaks, Czechs, and Moravians were
grouped together under the heading “Czechoslovak section” in Sa-
farik’s work on Slav antiquities [Brock 1976: 27]), nominal inde-
pendence under Hitler, federal status in 1968, and finally full
independence on 1 January 1993. With some modifications this was
the path taken by other Herderian nationalisms.

So far we have been dealing with classically Herderian, nonsta-
tist nationalisms of Central and Eastern Europe. If we could find a
statist Herderian nationalism in the same area, we would have one
more example, from the other side of the Lockean/Herderian divide,
that the state’s involvement, framework, and structure are important
determinants of the type of nationalism. To explore this possibility
let us turn to Russia/the Soviet Union.
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RUSSIAN NATIONALISM

From its beginnings in the eighteenth century the Russian na-
tional idea defined the nation as (1) a collective individual
(2) formed by ethnic, primordial factors such as blood, soil, and lan-
guage, and (3) characterized by the enigmatic soul or spirit (Green-
feld 1992: 261). In this, Russian national identity, as conceptualized
by the Russian elite, was no different from its German, Slovak, or
other Herderian counterparts, although the importance attached to
a specific component might have differed from nationalism to na-
tionalism and from epoch to epoch. As in many other aspects, the
former Soviet Union retained and continued, through all the ideo-
logical permutations, the Russian national idea.

The USSR was unique among (semi)-European countries in that
it had an official ethnic nationality inscribed in one’s internal pass-
port, along with citizenship, which was of course Soviet. At age 16,
when the Soviet citizen acquired an internal passport, s/he had to
choose his/her nationality. S/he had no choice if both parents were
of the same nationality but could choose either parent’s nationality
if they came from different ethnic backgrounds. Thus a person of full
Armenian ancestry was a Soviet citizen of Armenian nationality. If
one of his/her parents was Russian, s/he could choose to become
Russian. In practice it often led to an absurd, in Herderian terms,
situation, where “real” nationality did not correspond to the official
one inscribed in the passport. For example, an Armenian with a
Russian grandmother could be officially Russian if his/her Rus-
sian/Armenian parent chose the Russian nationality. In large cities
or any multiethnic areas one could often encounter people whose
official ethnic nationality was inherited from one grandparent, or
even a great-grandparent, rather than the immediate parent. Occa-
sionally different siblings within the same family of mixed ethnic
origin chose different nationalities so that a brother could be Russian
while his sister chose to be Armenian (a reminder of the Belorussian
situation, but there the context was entirely different).

The official recognition of ethnic nationality and a division of
ethnic and state nationality puts the Soviet Union at the extreme end
of Herderian nationalisms. Presumably Russian nationalism should
be classified accordingly. And yet there are some features which
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militate against it. First, as Milovan Djilas noted, “Muscovy (the
state) came first—the Russian sense of nationhood came later” (cited
in Diuk and Karatnycky 1990: 195). The precedence of statehood
points to the Lockean model.

Another Lockean trend, the tendency toward ethnicization,
known in Russia as Russification, has also been present throughout
recent Russian and Soviet history. Already in 1870, the minister of
education, Dmitriy Tolstoy, wrote that “the final objective of educa-
tion to be provided . . . to the non-natives . . . is undoubtedly their
Russification” (cited in Carrère d’Encausse 1992: 6). But then a simi-
lar situation existed in France, Germany (in regard to Posen Poles),
and Hungary—in fact in any multiethnic state with large ethnic mi-
norities.

What rendered Russian and later Soviet nationalisms decidedly
Herderian was their nonacceptance, officially and on the popular
level, of non-Russians. Before 1919, a non-Hungarian who adopted
the Hungarian language and culture was accepted as Hungarian. A
non-Russian who adopted the Russian language and mentality re-
mained, according to his internal passport, non-Russian. This, we
think, goes a long way toward explaining the rigidity and enmity in
interethnic relations in the Soviet Union. The whole elaborate federal
structure of the former Soviet Union was Herderian in character. It
(a) gave collective self-determination to each people, (b) offered an
institutionalized expression of ethnic character and individuality,
and (c) allowed vertical (i.e., nonhierarchical) form to an intrinsically
hierarchical relationship between various ethnies within the empire.

The sources of Russian Herderianism should be sought in the
religious foundations of Russian identity. “The Russian people in
their spiritual makeup are an Eastern people,” wrote Nikolai
Berdyaev (1960: 7). Its culture was “the culture of the Christianized
Tartar Empire. . . . (Its) soul was molded by the Orthodox Church—it
was shaped in a purely religious mold” (1960: 8). This is hardly
surprising. Russia for several centuries was the only independent
Orthodox polity on earth. It had a mission, a messianic vocation, to
lead the Orthodox people and to protect the faith. One could not be
Russian and non-Orthodox, any more than one could be Soviet and
anti-Communist. Moscow the Third Rome was replaced by Moscow
the Capital of the World Proletariat. Forms changed; messianism
remained.
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But, as mentioned above, religion molded the earliest French
identity, and messianism was no less pronounced in the Lockean
English nationalism. Perhaps we should seek the explanation in the
Russian emphasis on commonality—i.e., communal spirit (sobor-
nost’) or, in Leo Tolstoy’s word, roievost’ (beehiveness). In practice
these concepts implied that the individual’s will had to be absorbed
or lost in that of the community, the village mir, which was later
enlarged and redefined as a religious community of the organic state.
That is, incidentally, a major factor in making the Russian people
receptive to totalitarian ideologies of all stripes. From the village
commune and on to the Communist collective, a Russian and a So-
viet person was supposed to be a member of the community. Such
community could be easily redefined in völkisch terms, as the na-
tional community, the collective of collectives. Endowed with a sense
of mission, such a community could easily develop an intolerant and
highly ideological Herderian nationalism.

It is no accident that the controversy about the Russian mission
molded the emerging Russian nationalism. The question of national
mission was raised by Schelling and Hegel, who asked what each
major country had contributed to the advance of civilization. Com-
pared to the West, at least until the early nineteenth century, Russia
had contributed very little; hence the feelings of cultural inferiority
which marked Russian (indeed all) Herderian nationalisms. The con-
troversy which ensued split the Russian intelligentsia into two
camps—the Slavophiles, some of whom later drifted into ethnic ex-
clusivity and rabid nationalism (often with a pan-Slavic bend), and
the Westernizers, who looked toward Europe.

The West, according to Slavophiles, was poisoned with ration-
alism. Russia drew its strength from sobornost’. In the West the foun-
dations of organized life were individualistic and legalistic.
Russians, thanks to Orthodoxy, managed to retain “integral” person-
alities. A Westerner is “alienated.” In Russia every individual is sub-
merged in the community (Pipes 1974: 267). Slavophiles were
“organicists”—i.e., they admired organic development, which, ironi-
cally, made them profess great admiration for what they believed
was the English organic development, as opposed to the “artificial”
French and German varieties.

Narodnost’, national outlook, was introduced as early as 1832,
virtually simultaneously with the appearance of Slavophilism, by
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the minister of education, Count Uvarov, who enunciated the “truly”
Russian . . . principles of Autocracy, Orthodoxy and “Narodnost’”
(Seton-Watson in Conquest, ed. 1986: 20). But both Nicolas I and
Alexander II resisted narodnost’ because of its populist implications.
Only under Alexander III, under the onslaught of recently imported
socialism, did nationalism finally get the stamp of official approval.
However, Russian nationalism of the time was intermingled with
imperialism, and here Russian was on a par with other imperial
nationalisms—English, French, even American. The trend continued
in the Soviet Union. And although individual non-Russians did
achieve the highest levels of power—Stalin, for example—the party
apparatus and the army remained predominantly an ethnic Russian
preserve, with a minor addition of other Eastern Slavs.

Nothing betrays the Herderian character of Russian national-
ism better than the campaign against bezrodnyie kosmopolity, “foot-
loose cosmopolitans,” in the late 1940s and early 1950s. It was
directed mostly against Jews, who—in the eyes of the national-
ists—stood for everything negative, unnatural, un-Russian: rootless,
international in outlook, pro-Western. At the same time, in a bizarre
twist of Orwellian doublespeak, the concept of “internationalism”
came to imply, in certain contexts, the willingness of non-Russians
to live with the Russian Big Brother (in “fraternal agreement”), even-
tually leading to voluntary Russification.

As one surveys the last three centuries of Russian and Soviet
history, one is struck by the multiplicity of Russian nationalisms: the
Slavophile nationalism based on Orthodoxy, the “racial” chauvinism
of the Black Hundreds, the official Soviet and unofficial Russian
Soviet nationalisms. But they all extolled the organic commonality,
the link with the sacred Russian soil, and the power and expanse of
the enigmatic Russian soul, which puny, rational, individualistic
Westerners cannot hope to fathom. And virtually all varieties of Rus-
sian nationalism were—and still are—heavily anti-Semitic. From the
Black Hundreds of the 1880s to Pamiat’ of our time, the Jew has
always been the symbol of everything un-Russian: urban, mobile,
skeptical, international in outlook, and ultimately dangerous.

To summarize: Russian nationalism is an extremely complex
phenomenon. Although Herderian, it displays discernible Lockean
tendencies due mainly to the precedence of Russian statehood. Its
Lockean side has been obscured because of the large-scale (mis)ap-
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propriation of German nationalist vocabulary in the first half of the
nineteenth century, the Herderian excesses of the Slavophile wing,
and the relunctance of successive tsarist governments to utilize na-
tionalist concepts because of their populist (and implicitly demo-
cratic) overtones. (When the government finally did, in an attempt
to stop the spread of socialism, it was too late.) Still, despite the
presence of strong Lockean traits, virtually all types of Russian and
Soviet nationalism are thoroughly Herderian, much as English na-
tionalism and identity remain Lockean despite numerous Herderian
features. 

So far we have been able to find both statist and nonstatist
Herderian nationalisms in Eastern Europe. We must now try to do
the same in Western Europe. Of the nonstatist variety there are sev-
eral: Flemish, Ulster-Protestant, Breton. We will take Basque, in close
proximity to nonstatist Lockean Catalan nationalism, and two rigid
statist Lockean ones, French and Spanish, to illustrate our point.

BASQUE NATIONALISM

Like their East European counterparts, Basques base their iden-
tity on language and culture (Payne 1975: 9). To be Basque, one has
to have been born in the Basque country, speak Euskera, have at least
four Basque surnames to indicate four Basque grandparents—i.e.,
purity of descent—and come from the countryside, which is sup-
posed to be “purely” Basque (M. Heilberg in Grillo 1980: 46).

Basque history starts with resistance to Muslim invaders. Along
with Asturia, the Basque country was the only part of Iberia which
had successfully resisted the conquest. Although the Basques had
never formed a unified polity, Basque identity was forged in constant
warfare against the other religion, Islam.

The incorporation of various Basque principalities into the
Spanish state was a gradual process and did not generate a “nation-
alistic” Basque-against-Castilian type of reaction. Until the eight-
eenth century Basque society remained the most traditionalist on the
peninsula, in contrast to Catalonia, which had been the most ad-
vanced region since as early as the thirteenth century. Economic
development, which started in the late eighteenth century, trans-

Nationalism: Rethinking the Paradigm in the European Context  181



formed the Basque country into another most advanced area of the
kingdom. Yet socially it remained the most Catholic and conserva-
tive.

The concept of collective nobility is essential for understanding
Basque identity, for it was at the core of the Basque sense of ethnic
uniqueness. Similar to Poland and Hungary, Basque nationhood was
initially limited to the hidalguia, the gentry, defined, as in the rest of
Spain, by the limpieza de sangre, purity of blood. In the Basque coun-
try, however (and in this it is unique among European nations), no-
bility was, from 1053 on, gradually extended to lower social strata.
Ostensibly the demos deserved ennoblement by virtue of its “pure”
blood since the country had never been subjugated by the Moors or
“contaminated” by Jews. Thus “a butcher, a shoemaker, a charcoal
burner, a scribe or a soldier—rich or poor—was noble” (D. Green-
wood in Esman, ed. 1977: 87) simply by virtue of being Basque. This
in turn led to the development of a nationalism similar in character
and style to Polish or Hungarian.

With the massive industrialization at the end of the nineteenth
century and the subsequent influx of Castilian immigrants looking
for work (only 62 percent of the heads of households were born in
the Basque country in 1966 [Payne 1975: 236]), the towns were rap-
idly Castilianized, while Euskera receded into the countryside
(hence the importance of rural origins for “pure” Basques). As a
consequence, Euskera lost status, unlike Catalan, which remained
urban and thus retained high social status even during the most
repressive years of Franco’s rule.

Low status and feelings of injustice and inferiority which it
engendered were further exacerbated by Francoist repression, which
created a sense of being persecuted (53.5 percent among Basques,
compared with only 16.3 percent among Catalans, according to R.
Clark in Foster, ed. 1980: 78). The new nationalism, which began to
emerge during Franco’s last years in power, was more violent, radi-
cal, and doctrinaire—in short, Herderian—than almost any encoun-
tered west of the Rhine.

To complete our list of nationalisms we have only one more to
find: a statist Herderian nationalism in the West. This will be a dif-
ficult undertaking. However, we believe that the integral national-
ism of Charles Maurras fits the mold of an indigenous statist
Herderian variety in the West. Although Maurras himself never at-
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tained power, his followers, disciples, and sympathizers in the gov-
ernment of Pétain did. Thus to a great extent his notions determined
the development and application of pétainisme in practice. (It is un-
important for the purposes of this paper that Pétain came to power
as a result of the French defeat; what matters is that integral nation-
alism was indigenous and Herderian and many of its premises were
endorsed by the state.)

THE INTEGRAL NATIONALISM

The list of important components in Maurras’s ideological
makeup is rich and varied. It includes (1) Christian conservatism of
Joseph de Maistre and de Bonald (“Man is too wicked to be free”)
(Nolte 1966: 34); (2) critical liberalism of Auguste Comte, Le Play,
Ernest Renan, Hippolyte Taine, and Fustel de Coulanges (Nolte 1966:
37); (3) belief in the desirability of law and order (from Fichte to Hegel
to Comte to Marx, philosophers regarded the Present as (lamentable)
strife, the (ideal) Future as stability, if not stasis (Nolte 1966: 39);
(4) social paternalism of Le Play; (5) broad anti-Judaism (Renan: “To
achieve perfection, Christianity must move away from prophetic Ju-
daism”) (Nolte 1966: 43); (6) hatred of the Revolution and the Jacobins
going back to Taine (Nolte 1966: 45–46) and concomitantly a belief in
the virtues of the ancient regime (“Prussia was victorious because it
retained the ancient regime”; also implied was the equation of viril-
ity=blood=aristocracy); (7) radical conservatism of (a) de la Tour du
Pin, who advocated a return to the corporatism of the Middle Ages,
(b) Drumont, with his virulent anti-Semitism, and (c) Barrès, with his
views on race as a historical and vigorous group-unit (Nolte 1966: 53).

As one looks at the list of Maurras’s ideological antecedents, at
least three things leap to one’s attention: (i) the great diversity of his
antecedents, which makes integral nationalism an heir to virtually
the entire European civilization; (ii) the ideological proximity to to-
talitarianism and fascism of all strands; and (iii) the natural predis-
position of any Herderian nationalism to a totalitarian ideological
mode. The desirability of order and stability, which is closely linked
to the chiliastic elements in fascism and communism; conservative
social paternalism; anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism; corpora-
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tism/collectivism; race/ethny as a historical group-unit; the equa-
tion of virility and blood with positive attributes, be it the aristocracy
or a healthy worker/peasant—all of these traits testify to the Her-
derian character of French integral nationalism and also to its close
ideological proximity with fascism and communism.

Some additional characteristics should not be overlooked. First,
a combination of nationalistic and socialist/corporativist/collectiv-
ist motifs (Nolte 1966: 460). Second, fear and defensiveness—the
feeling of being besieged. It was prevalent in small ethnies every-
where in Eastern Europe; it was displayed in Nazism (fear and loath-
ing of Jews and Bolsheviks), in communism (fear of world reaction
and imperialists ready to gang up on the young socialist mother-
land), and in integral nationalism. To Maurras déesse France, the cho-
sen kingdom (clear messianism, but also a throwback to the
medieval French identity; hence the stress on heritage, the sacred
soil, etc.), was hemmed in by the more numerous and stronger An-
glo-Saxons and Germans (Nolte 1966: 103), forcing France into an
unequal alliance with the Anglo-Saxons. Unable to find solace in the
present, Maurras, like most Herderian nationalists, had to look to
past glories—in his case the achievements of Louis XIV.

The list of France’s enemies, according to Maurras (Nolte 1966:
121–22), reads much like that of Pamiat’: Jews, Freemasons, aliens of
all kinds (métèques), Protestants (Billy Graham and Pat Robertson
have been banned very recently from proselytizing in Russia under
pressure from nationalists and the Orthodox Church), Germans, and
Englishmen (in contemporary Russia, Americans). To Maurras, de-
mocracy and parliamentarism of any kind were anathema (“parlia-
mentarian tea-pot” in contemporary Russian phraseology); they
were a mortal threat to the nation’s sovereignty and integrity. Con-
versely, the Führerprinzip was very important; it was fulfilled by the
king in Maurras’s scheme of things, by the monarch among “legiti-
mist” Russian nationalists, by any strong man among most others.
In short, there are striking parallels between the integral nationalism
of Maurras and other Herderian nationalisms, especially Russian, as
well as between both and totalitarianism.

Can nationalisms of one type be transformed into the other?
What, if any, is the pattern of change?
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THE PERIODIZATION OF NATIONALISMS

The periodization of nationalisms is a controversial issue. For
one thing, the term “nationalism” often refers to three distinct con-
cepts: ethnocentrism, national/ethnic identity, and nationalism per
se—i.e., an ideological movement. While in practice it is sometimes
difficult to keep all three separate, heuristically the distinction is
truly indispensable. Let us now clarify the issue:

Ethnocentrism is the attachment to one’s ethnic group.

Ethnic identity is the sum total of one’s ethnic traits and markers
such as language, custom, religion, etc.

National identity is the sum total of one’s national characteristics
as defined by the nation-state.

Nationalism is (a) the attachment to one’s nation-state, and (b) the
(modern) doctrine of nationalism, which is an ideology rather
than mere attachment.

Unfortunately few scholars consistently make these distinctions
(with a few exceptions like Anthony D. Smith). The distinction is
very important because ethnocentrism and ethnic identity have been
known since earliest antiquity, from as far back as the Sumerian
city-states, while nationalism as a doctrine did not emerge until the
end of the eighteenth century.

The appearance of nationalism is inextricably linked with the
development of the nation-state and national identity. The problem
is that there is no agreement as to the time of its germination. While
traditionally the origin of nationalism has been placed in seven-
teenth-century England, the first nation-state (Kohn 1965: 16), some
of the more recent publications have moved the beginnings of Eng-
lish nationalism further back into the middle of the sixteenth century
(Greenfeld 1992: 30).

Whenever we agree to place the antecedents of English nation-
alism, it was the French and the American revolutions which trans-
formed nationalism into a global phenomenon. So we can designate
the whole period of 1530–1790 as the time of its emergence. From
there we can follow Louis Snyder’s historical division into four pe-
riods (1954: 114–15):
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1. Integrative nationalism (1815–71), which encompasses the uni-
fication of Italy (1860) and Germany (1870) and the abortive lib-
eration and unification of Poland;

2. Disruptive nationalism (1871–1890), which refers to the awak-
ening of small nationalities in multiethnic empires (Austria-Hun-
gary, Russia, Turkey);

3. Aggressive nationalism (1900–45), which corresponds to inte-
gral/fascist nationalisms in other classifications; and

4. Contemporary nationalism (1945–54), which can be easily ex-
tended to 1975 (the collapse of the last—Portuguese—colonial
empire) and can be designated as anti-colonial.

This classification, however, is highly problematic. First, dis-
ruptive nationalist revolts started much earlier—the one in Serbia as
early as 1804—and they have continued into our own time, contrib-
uting to the disintegration of the Soviet Union. Second, the roots of
integral nationalisms go back to at least Arthur de Gobineau’s pub-
lication of Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines in 1853 (and on to Le
Pen in our time). Finally, the classification does not (and cannot, due
to the early date of publication) account for the revival of ethnic
nationalisms in the Western world after 1969 and, we may add, in
Eastern Europe, after the collapse of the Soviet Union. This and other
classifications (e.g., those of Carleton Hayes, Max Handman, etc.)
have limited significance in terms of the division of nationalisms into
Lockean and Herderian types. Therefore, we would suggest a differ-
ent approach.

Just as Grillo subdivides ethnic processes into the ethnicization
of state and the politicization of ethny, we would argue that nation-
alisms can be subdivided into (a) disruptive—i.e., those aiming at
the destruction of multiethnic states, (b) creative, whose goal is self-
determination for a single ethny and the establishment of an inde-
pendent state, and (c) defensive, which attempt to preserve the
larger (multiethnic) entity. Occasionally one nationalism can com-
bine all three features: Czech nationalism in 1848–1913 was simulta-
neously disruptive (against the Austrian Empire), creative (striving
to create a sovereign Czech entity, albeit within federalized Austria),
and defensive (against the separation of German majority areas from
the rest of Bohemia).
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It is worth noting that ethnocentrism and ethnic identity are
inherently Herderian while nationalism and national identity are
Lockean. Historically, Lockean nationalisms were first to appear. For
the sake of accuracy, let us call them statist nationalisms. They ap-
peared as a result of the transformation of the dynastic absolutist
states of Renaissance Europe into nation-states. These states were
more advanced than their feudal counterparts and were more suc-
cessful on the international arena because they could mobilize their
resources more efficiently. Before long the nation-state became the
ideal and the standard of measurement, and ethnic groups which did
not possess such a state found themselves at a disadvantage.

This was particularly the case in Germany, whose elites were
conscious of their cultural unity and had the nominal political frame-
work in the Holy Roman Empire. Hence the nation was redefined in
ethnic terms advantageous to the contemporary German situation.
Actually, the notion of the ethnic nation had existed much earlier:
the Great Constantinople Assembly of 1417 defined the nation as “a
community of people of common origin who have dissociated them-
selves from another race of people (gens), or a community differen-
tiated from another group of people by language, which shall be
regarded as the most important criterion of a nation” (Finke in Is-
lamov 1992: 160).

Once the nation was redefined in Herderian terms, the concept
was used as a force to destroy existing multiethnic empires and
simultaneously to build new monoethnic entities. The process has
continued into our time. In fact the revival of ethnic nationalisms in
Western Europe and Canada after World War II is the result of a
continued Herderianization of ethnic groups, even in the West. Even
long-established statist nations like France have been flirting with
Herderianism lately. In fact nowhere does the whole process appear
with more precision and clarity than in France. Its old ethnic identity
as the Kingdom of the Franks was gradually “detribalized” until in
1254 the king changed his title from rex Francorum to rex Franciae. This
was done within the context of a continuous struggle with the English
monarchy for the Kingdom of France. By adopting this title, the French
dynasty staked its claim to the whole territory of France—hence the
switch to jus soli. The kingdom developed into a highly centeralized
absolutist state, which was firmly Lockeanized by the French Revo-
lution. France has remained Lockean ever since, but the nationalisms
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of indigenous ethnic minorities such as the Bretons or the Corsicans
cannot be anything but Herderian. Buffeted by a massive Muslim
immigration and renascent, reawakened nationalisms, feeling threat-
ened by globalization and Americanization, France is showing an
increasing tendency toward Herderianism. And smaller ethnies which
have just won (e.g., the Latvians or the Slovenes) or are still struggling
for their independence (e.g., the Basques and the Macedonians) cannot
be anything but Herderian. They may, however, turn Lockean once
they achieve an independent monoethnic state.

SOME CONCLUSIONS

We have shown that the traditional division of nationalisms
into Western and Eastern varieties, although conceptually conven-
ient, is inadequate. Geographically both types of nationalism can be
found in Western and Eastern Europe. When one takes a closer look
at the old dichotomy, one finds that the lines are blurred. Religious
messianism, supposedly Herderian, typifies such dissimilar kinds of
nationalism as English and Russian; coercion often accompanied the
imposition of the dominant state language and culture in liberal
democratic France; and a certain tendency toward inclusivity and
integration characterized the Herderian-exclusive Russian national-
ism at the imperial level. Ultimately we were compelled to discard
the traditional dichotomy and concentrate instead on the role of the
state and the mode of incorporation.

The state has been instrumental in creating and promoting the
inclusive (they can also be called “integrative”) Lockean national-
isms such as English, French, or Hungarian, which strive toward the
ethnicization of the polity. But it is not indispensable, either in East-
ern or in Western Europe, as Belorussia and Catalonia attest. In Be-
lorussia, a strong territorial component linked to the Duchy of
Lithuania and an equation of religious with ethnic identity provided
the basis for inclusivity based on jus soli and religious denomination.
In Catalonia, the ancient statehood, reduced to the level of a strong
regional identity, proved sufficient. Breton acceptance of autoch-
thonous Francophones provides another example.
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In general, the absence of the statist framework (e.g., in the
Basque or Slovak case) or the presence of multiple states within the
ethnocultural continuum (e.g., the German-speaking area) points to-
ward a Herderian development. However, the Russian case—a
strong state, Herderian nationalism—proves that this too may not be
the primary determinant of nationalism’s character. It is the mode of
incorporation—individual in the Lockean, collective in the Her-
derian—which seals the fate or, rather, determines the direction a
nationalist development may take. If a state already exists and has
large ethnic minorities within its borders, it will be constrained by
the force of circumstances to choose individual incorporation con-
ducive to individual advancement and assimilation. This will send
it along the Lockean path.6 If the protective carapace of the state does
not exist and a (small) ethny lacks the means of enforcing its lan-
guage and culture even within its ethnic territory, it will have to fall
back on descent as the basis for incorporation and will be more likely
to develop along Herderian lines. The integral nationalism in France
shows that the Herderian variety is possible in an established state
but only in conjunction with a totalitarian ideology. In other words,
its time of appearance is strictly circumscribed by the epoch of to-
talitarianism, roughly between 1870 and 1970. Thus the mode of
incorporation plays a decisive role in determining the type of nation-
alism, while the presence or absence of the state is an important
secondary determinant.

With this in mind, it is hardly surprising that the ethnic revival
in Western Europe, which began after World War I and gained mo-
mentum in the aftermath of World War II, developed along Her-
derian lines. It could not be otherwise since indigenous ethnic
minorities in Western Europe, like their counterparts in the East, lack
the state apparatus to promote assimilation of nonindigenous ele-
ments. They are therefore constrained to base their ethnicity on de-
scent, language, and culture. Once these ethnic minorities achieve
statehood, however, they will in turn face the problem of “digesting”
their numerous (and dangerous) minorities, much like Slovakia and
various successor states of the former Yugoslavia and the Soviet
Union do now. Or if they are ethnically homogeneous, there is a good
chance of their opting for the Lockean model, as did Poland after
World War II. This can be achieved with relative ease in many areas
of Western Europe such as Wales and Brittany, where autochthonous
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Anglo- and Francophones are accepted as part of the ethnic commu-
nity as long as they were born and raised there. On the other hand,
in Corsica, where a significant proportion of Francophones are im-
migrants (mostly from Algeria and other former French possessions
in North Africa), acceptance is extended only to “indigenous” Fran-
cophones (i.e., those who are locally born); this points in the Her-
derian direction.

In Eastern Europe change of direction, from Herderian to Lock-
ean, will require a major switch in the mode of incorporation. If the
newly independent states can do that (if, for example, Latvia and
Estonia fully accept their huge Russian minorities), they will be able
to Lockeanize; if not, they will be stuck in the Herderian cul-de-sac.

The newly independent states, with their instability, “danger-
ous” minorities, and a legacy of Herderianism, are naturally predis-
posed to the Herderian mode. What is more surprising is the rapid
Herderianization of the Lockean citadels like France and Britain,
where this process is encouraged by the massive influx of immi-
grants and refugees. For some time now citizens of British domin-
ions have been allowed to immigrate only if they can prove British
ancestry (parents or grandparents). Technically it may still be based
on jus soli—e.g., someone with a Turkish grandparent who had a
British passport would be eligible for British citizenship. But in effect
it differs little from the German nationalization law.

France has also tightened its policies of admission and incorpo-
ration. Recently suggestions have been made, even by moderate
politicians like Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, to introduce jus sanguinis
as the sole prerequisite for acquiring French citizenship (Hoffman
1993: 66). If such proposals are accepted, France, which had devel-
oped as a Lockean entity since 1254, will switch to the Herderian
mode. Whether this actually happens or not, the tendency toward
Herderianization in Western Europe is unmistakable—and inher-
ently dangerous.

There can be no doubt that a Lockean-inclusive model of na-
tionalism—i.e., essentially a liberal nationalism—is preferable to its
Herderian-exclusive counterpart. The ultimate question, however,
remains by necessity an empirical one. Which form of nationalism
proves to be more humane, tolerant, and decent to its citizens and
vis-à-vis its international environment can only be ascertained by the
painstaking method of case-by-case analysis. This, to be sure, is
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anathema to the rigors of parsimony so essential to the explanatory
power of the social sciences, as well as to the classificatory scheme
forming the core of this paper. But it might in fact be the only certain
method to study the multifaceted and motley collective phenome-
non called nationalism.

NOTES

1.
“Every man being, as has been showed, naturally free, and

nothing being able to put him into subjection to any earthly power,
but only his own consent. . . . Nobody doubts that an express consent
of any man, entering into any society, makes him a perfect member
of that society, a subject of that government” (Locke 1690/1924:177;
Second “Treatise of Government,” #119).
2.

“For every nation is one people, having its own national form,
as well as its own language” (Herder and Gottfried 1968: 7).
3.

“For what counts here is not the presence or absence of any
single factor, but merely the presence of sufficient communication
facilities with enough complementarity to produce the overall result.
The Swiss may speak four different languages and still act as one
people, for each of them has enough learned habits, preferences,
symbols, memories, patterns of landholding and social stratification,
events in history, and personal associations, all of which together
permit him to communicate more effectively with other Swiss than
with the speakers of his own language who belong to other peoples”
(Deutsch 1953: 97). We would like to acknowledge Paul Lubeck’s
helpful insight as the source for our establishing the categories
“Lockean” and “Herderian.”
4.

Here, he is on shaky ground since nationalism in Poland and
Corsica predates capitalism. And Liah Greenfeld has convincingly

Nationalism: Rethinking the Paradigm in the European Context  191



placed the origins of English nationalism in the middle of the six-
teenth century.
5.

“Soulless cosmopolitanism” had a curious history. It was re-
vived in the 1920s as an accusation against unpatriotic Germans, was
then taken up by the Nazis, to be finally borrowed by Stalin, who
transformed it into “rootless” or “footloose cosmopolitanism” and
used it in his anti-Semitic campaigns of the late 1940s and early
1950s.
6.

In India incorporation can be achieved collectively, through the
incorporation of an entire tribe as a separate caste. Since this paper
concentrates exclusively on Europe, we will leave India out of the
present discussion. However, possible implications of collective in-
corporation are far-reaching.
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EXPLAINING CULTURAL CONFLICT IN
EX-YUGOSLAVIA: INSTITUTIONAL WEAKNESS,
ECONOMIC CRISIS, AND IDENTITY POLITICS

Beverly Crawford

What are the root causes of the war in the former Yugoslavia?
Why did the six republics fail to peacefully separate from one another?
Why was Yugoslavia unable to go the way of Czechoslovakia, with
its “velvet divorce,” or the Soviet Union, with its relatively peaceful
demise? Why was Yugoslavia unable to persist as a state, and why
was its dissolution so violent? Why did virulent “ethnic conflict”
emerge in the wake of a collapsed federal state?

A virtual cottage industry of analysis has sprung up to meet the
demand for answers to these questions. Most accounts focus on ex-
planations for the violent dissolution of the state. But few recent
works have specifically addressed the last question: why “ethnic”
conflict defined the adversaries and the character of the war in Croa-
tia and Bosnia, as opposed to the regional or ideological divisions
that could have potentially been exploited, and why “ethnic” conflict
did not break out in other parts of Yugoslavia as the federal state
dissolved.

In retrospect it is clear that the Yugoslav federal state was long
headed for dissolution. A quick survey of book titles from the 1980s
tells that story: Political Cohesion in a Fragile Mosaic (1983), Yugoslavia:
A Fractured Federalism (1988), The Improbable Survivor (1988), Yugosla-
via in Crisis (1989), Descent into Chaos: Yugoslavia’s Worsening Crisis
(1989). Throughout the decade, analysts grew increasingly pessimis-
tic about the future of a united Yugoslavia. But the most shocking
and puzzling question was how neighbors who had lived together
peacefully for years in Croatia and Bosnia could turn on each other
so viciously as Yugoslavia disintegrated. Analysts rushed to explain
the ferocity of the violence by calling on “ancient hatreds” and long-
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festering historical grievances. Some blamed Serbian aggression,
others blamed Croatian and Muslim nationalism, and still others
pointed fingers at international forces.

In this contribution I offer an alternative explanation. I argue
that the roots of “ethnic conflict” in the former Yugoslavia can be
found in the institutional structure of the Yugoslav political and
economic systems constructed after World War II.1 While the post-
war institutional structure offered numerous incentives for identity
with an integrated Yugoslav state, as well as incentives for regional
(as opposed to ethnic) political loyalty, it also encouraged interethnic
rivalry through its institutions of allocation, representation, and par-
ticipation. As the federal state weakened, that institutional structure
offered increasing incentives to political entrepreneurs to “play the
ethnic card” in a bid for political power. Regional politicians used
their access to resources to build a power base among local, cultur-
ally distinct populations.

As long as the federal state remained strong, ideological and
regional loyalties competed with ethnic loyalties as a source of po-
litical identity. Federal institutions could adjudicate disputes among
regional elites and provide for peaceful conflict resolution and re-
pression of exclusive ethnic nationalist politics. But ironically, in or-
der to maintain authority by deflecting criticism for economic
hardship and political discrimination, the federal government de-
centralized its control over both the economy and the political sys-
tem. Each move toward decentralization was a move toward
fragmentation and the consequent erosion of federal authority. With
deepening fragmentation, local elites had more resources to distrib-
ute in exchange for support and saw fewer reasons to maintain loy-
alty to the central Yugoslav government.

After 1989 these local elites could have mobilized around ideo-
logical appeals—like they did in the Czech Republic. Or they could
have called for regional rather than ethnic autonomy, like winning
politicians did in Macedonia, or like elites in Tatarstan, Ajaria, and
Dagestan in the wake of the Soviet collapse.2 Why did elites in
Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia shun ideological and regional appeals
and decide to engage in vivid displays of cultural symbolism that
aroused ethnic emotions and provoked images of ethnic discrimi-
nation and privilege? I shall argue that their decision was largely
shaped by institutional incentives created by federal Yugoslavia
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throughout the postwar period. As they became more deeply
rooted, these institutional incentives discouraged coalitions that
would assure moderation on divisive issues.

These incentives were reinforced by new institutional rules of
participation and representation designed to accommodate multi-
party elections in 1990. The rules discouraged issue-based or ideo-
logical coalitions across republican boundaries and encouraged the
exclusive politics of cultural identity. Initial successful displays of
ethnic symbolism—often artificially contrived—drew attention to
those ethnic divisions perpetuated by past institutional incentives.
In particular, acts of civil disobedience and even violence vividly
recalled past grievances and created new ones. Acts of civil disobe-
dience and violence both increased public support for politicians
who played the ethnic card and encouraged more violence.

The political entrepreneurs who campaigned on ethnic nation-
alist platforms and won elections were tempted to oppress the mi-
nority losers to maintain their reputations, credibility, and political
power. Minorities then organized around their own ethnic and relig-
ious identity to oppose the winners, and as a result, the odds of
violence increased. In this way, ethnic entrepreneurs were able to
eclipse other political entrepreneurs who offered alternative futures
for Yugoslavia, and the “bandwagoning” and “balancing effects” of
identity politics were created, particularly among Serbs and Croats,
the two largest ethnic groups in Yugoslavia.

The remainder of this contribution presents the evidence to
support this argument. It begins with a discussion and critique of
alternative explanations for the cultural conflict in Yugoslavia. This
section is followed by a discussion of the theoretical considerations
that support the institutional account presented here. Section three
presents a more detailed description of the institutions of federal
Yugoslavia that both discouraged and encouraged the practice of
identity politics. This section argues that ethnic conflict was not de-
termined by “ancient hatreds,” but was shaped by institutional in-
centives. The fourth section explains why those institutions that
promoted identity politics and ethnic conflict trumped the others as
the central state disintegrated and the economy fragmented
throughout the 1960s and 1970s. The fifth section describes how
alternative cleavages collapsed into reinforcing ethnic divisions. The
sixth section explains why political entrepreneurs in Serbia, Croatia,
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and Bosnia decided to play the ethnic card and why ethnic politics
escalated to violence. It also explains why elites in Macedonia made
the decision to minimize identity politics in favor of regional auton-
omy, thus avoiding violent cultural conflict in the short run. The final
section argues that Western states should pursue a policy of “getting
the institutions right” in post-Yugoslav states in order to prevent
future cultural conflicts there.

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS

The institutional argument presented here runs counter to those
made in the recent flood of literature on the violent dissolution of
Yugoslavia. That literature can be divided into three rival intellectual
camps. The first has been labeled the essentialist or primordial per-
spective. Primordial explanations stress the role of the “Balkan tem-
perament” and “ancient hatreds” unleashed by the collapse of
communism.3

Essentialist arguments are difficult to discredit because they are
nonfalsifiable.4 They link conflict with irrational and “natural” psy-
chological and social tendencies to “belong” to a group and to reject
the “other.” Although they do not explain why the central focus of
belonging needs to be an ethnic or religious group, essentialists ar-
gue that this tendency emerges when it is no longer repressed. The
introduction to this volume offers a critique of the broader literature
upon which such essentialist or primordial arguments are based.
Here I would simply suggest that there is ample evidence in the
Yugoslav case to cast doubt on these claims.

Indeed the early fateful decision to decentralize political and
economic power that led to federal weakness was a response to eth-
nic tensions. Nonetheless, it is clear that those tensions were often
muted and could have been further reduced. Throughout Yugoslav
history, intraethnic cultural differences shaped by regional dissimi-
larities were often greater than cultural differences between ethnic
groups.5 Marriages between people of different ethnic groups in Yu-
goslavia were on the rise during the decade before the war.6 After
Tito’s death in 1980, the percentage of the population that identified
itself as “Yugoslav” as opposed to an ethnically defined nationality
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(e.g. Serb, Croat, Muslim) also grew significantly.7 There is abundant
anecdotal evidence to suggest that many ordinary people did not
know or care about the ethnic identity of their neighbors before
hostilities began. As late as 1989, the majority of Serbs favored a
liberal future for Yugoslavia, the preservation of the federal state,
and Yugoslavia’s integration into “Europe.”8 Ante MarkoviŒ, the last
Yugoslav prime minister and free-market reformer and a Croat, was
the most popular politician in all six republics. And during the
course of the war, Serbs living in Serbia exhibited decreasing ethnic
solidarity with Serbs in Krajina and Bosnia. The postwar Serb-domi-
nated parliament of Yugoslavia even passed a law that disqualified
Serb refugees from Bosnia and Croatia from becoming citizens of
Yugoslavia.9 Finally, in 1996, after years of bloodshed in Bosnia, local
Serb residents in former Muslim-dominated areas agreed to peaceful
meetings with Muslims on the return of refugees to their homes until
regional officials protested, organizing violent attacks on returning
refugees.10 Certainly ethnic identity was highly politicized in Yugo-
slavia, but the evidence suggests that these politicized identities
were not fixed, and were indeed quite malleable.11

At the other extreme are explanations for Yugoslavia’s violent
dissolution that view international forces as central causes. There is
a large body of both historical and current literature that blames
Balkan war and its particular “ethnic” content on great power at-
tempts to carve up Balkan states for their own advantage.12 Indeed
the post-World War I order in the Balkans exacerbated and created
ethnic tensions with arbitrary borders separating many people from
their homelands and from their “ethnic brethren.” But forty years of
peace in the region and the peaceful transition of other Balkan states
from communism suggest that domestic institutions can rectify in-
ternational failures and mitigate cultural conflict.

Some recent international approaches suggest that in a post-
cold-war world, where the stability of superpower rivalry has dis-
appeared, power positions are more fluid, and uncertainty is high
about the source of the next international conflict. In a multipolar
world, states may feel unprotected from one another, both because
power is more symmetrical and because they are unsure about their
neighbor’s power capabilities. They therefore are likely to rush to
protect themselves from real or imagined threats.13 Journalistic ac-
counts of the dissolution of Yugoslavia grounded in these assump-
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tions have focused responsibility for the war on Germany’s diplo-
matic recognition of Croatia. They explain Germany’s unilateral rec-
ognition by pointing to these forces. One such account, for example,
suggests that a more powerful Germany in a multipolar world with-
out the military protection of the United States perceived the need
to drive south toward the warm waters of the Adriatic Sea to protect
its own security. A smaller Yugoslavia with Croatia and Slovenia as
allies could realize this geopolitical aim.14 The more sinister version
of this claim was that given its new international power position,
Germany was attempting to recreate its World War II alliance with
an independent Croatia and impose a divide-and-conquer strategy
in the Balkans to protect its interests and enhance its relative power
in the region.15

These accounts of the recent conflict are both easily discredited
and do not get to the heart of the central concern here: the causes of
cultural conflict. Although Germany’s recognition of Croatia and its
utter disregard for the new government’s violation of human rights
against Serbs living there clearly hastened the dissolution of Yugo-
slavia, the war had begun six months earlier. Indeed, the specter of
1914—when great power rivalry in the Balkans ignited war in
Europe—haunted the great powers in the 1990s and led them to
cooperate in an attempt to end the war in order to avoid conflict
among themselves. In this war, unlike the Balkan conflicts that ig-
nited World War I, the great powers worked together to end it.16

A more nuanced international-level explanation for the disso-
lution of Yugoslavia is offered by Susan Woodward in Balkan Tragedy.
Woodward argues that the institutional structures of the Yugoslav
state provided a basis for prewar political stability in Yugoslavia. But
Yugoslavia’s pattern of global integration and domestic economic
reform shaped by international financial institutions in the 1980s
undermined those institutions. Liberalization and global integration
required the weakening of those very state structures that had pro-
vided political stability.

 Woodward’s argument is compelling but incomplete and is
disputed at times by her own evidence. While its analytic focus on
international causes of the dissolution of the federal state provides
an important perspective overlooked in both public and scholarly
debates, it obscures both domestic institutional incentives for cul-
tural conflict and the role of agency in igniting violence. Indeed
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Yugoslavia’s unique geostrategic position in the cold war led to early
integration in the international economy, and Yugoslavia’s integra-
tion into the international financial system was deeper than that of
most socialist countries. The impact on domestic politics and insti-
tutional structures was a crucial cause of the later Yugoslav collapse.
Nonetheless, Woodward contradicts her argument by showing that
IMF policies in the 1980s were designed to strengthen federal institu-
tions and that those policies were overwhelmingly rejected by do-
mestic political forces.

Furthermore, a comparative perspective suggests that key
causal elements are missing from Woodward’s account. Two exam-
ples illustrate. Bulgaria was mired in international debt and saddled
with conditionality requirements for repayment in the 1980s, and its
government collapsed after 1989. But although it had an ethnically
mixed population—with similarities to that of Bosnia—it did not
experience cultural violence in the aftermath of debt and disintegra-
tion. Social conflict erupted in other countries with multiethnic
populations in the face of IMF austerity programs, but that conflict
has not always taken the form of cultural violence. Brazil provides
the prime example. While Woodward does a masterful job of ex-
plaining the causes of the collapse of the federal Yugoslav state, her
overarching explanation does not account for the eruption of cul-
tural conflict.

A third explanation for the Yugoslav conflict suggests that the
causes were instrumental. This literature places blame for the war not
on primordial urges within society or great power pretensions
within a changing international structure, but rather on “political
entrepreneurs” like Slobodan MiloševiŒ, Franjo Tudjman, and a host
of local Serb and Croat politicians and intellectuals.17 The central
argument is that these political entrepreneurs exploited ethnic dif-
ferences and whipped up ethnic hatred in their effort to expand their
own power base in the aftermath of institutional collapse.18 Indeed
Laura Silber and Allen Little make the argument that some of these
leaders, like MiloševiŒ, engineered the institutional collapse of the
Yugoslav federal state in order to gain political advantage in a new,
ethnically defined institutional setting of their own creation. These
arguments further suggest that successful ethnic entrepreneurs at-
tempt to enlarge their territorial power base and ensure their secu-
rity through acts of aggression.19
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Instrumental explanations should not be rejected out of hand.
Wars always require leaders, political entrepreneurs able to mobilize
populations for the support of their aggressive or defensive military
efforts. But instrumental accounts of the Yugoslav war beg three
essential questions. First, they do not explain why political entrepre-
neurs made the decision to play the ethnic card and why they were
effective in their bid to promote ethnicity as a cleavage for political
advantage in Serbia and Croatia. The preservation of a multinational
Yugoslavia was for the majority of Serbs a preferable alternative to
ethnic disintegration. Second, instrumental accounts do not explain
why other political entrepreneurs, drawing on alternative social
cleavages such as class, ideology, or simply region and territory, did
not gain sufficient social support to eclipse ethnic entrepreneurs in
those two republics after 1989 and in Bosnia in 1992. As noted above,
Ante MarkoviŒ, a Croat and a liberal, was Yugoslavia’s most popular
politician. Why was he defeated?

This last point raises the third issue: instrumental accounts do
not explain why some leaders in Yugoslavia achieved political suc-
cess by promoting alternative political programs. Indeed they do not
explain Tito’s earlier success as a Yugoslav political entrepreneur
who effectively muted cultural conflict. Accounts of early repression
and terror to achieve stability miss the point. Tito was enormously
popular in the larger population, even in Serbia, and most Yugoslavs
endorsed his idea of the Yugoslav melting pot. Similarly, instrumen-
tal accounts do not explain why, despite intense ethnic cleavages in
Macedonia, politically successful elites there made a bid for regional
independence rather than ethnic autonomy in 1992 and why Al-
banian and Macedonian politicians there were able to form a stable
coalition against the ethnic nationalists. A politician’s decision to
exploit ethnic divisions or refrain from exploiting them and his suc-
cess or failure in that effort must also be explained.

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The introduction to this volume has detailed the institutional
perspective that informs the argument I make here. Philip Roeder’s
chapter provides a valuable link between the broad institutional ap-
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proach and the rise of ethnic entrepreneurs in Soviet successor states.
I show here how his argument can also be successfully illustrated in
the Yugoslav case. Like the former Soviet Union, Yugoslavia’s politi-
cal system was characterized by ethnofederalism—that is, structures
of accountability and opportunities for resource control that led re-
gional and local officials to favor specific ethnic constituencies.
Roeder argues that the process of economic liberalization and/or
decentralization strengthens the advantage of regional over central
officials by increasing the demand for their material benefits and
weakening alternative resource providers of material goods. To the
extent that they can gain control over key resources, regional officials
are in a position to play the ethnic card in an effort to gain or main-
tain political power.

Their decision to play the ethnic card is shaped by institutional
structures of accountability. When regional officials are still account-
able to the central federal government and depend on central sup-
port to sustain them in office, they are unlikely to make extremist
ethnic appeals in a bid for local support. When, however, central
authority weakens and they become accountable to a local constitu-
ency, they calculate their chances of winning support with alterna-
tive political appeals. When their constituency is multiethnic, they
may enter into coalitions that mute exclusive ethnic appeals and
make political demands and promises that would benefit the popu-
lation of their local region as a whole. But they may fear the loss of
significant support to political entrepreneurs calling for the auton-
omy of a particular ethnic group. As noted in the introduction, this
is because the political entrepreneur is sure that he can get the sup-
port of the targeted group but is less certain of the support of the
wider population. Despite the persuasiveness of this logic, this ex-
planation is not entirely satisfying. Even with the support of an
“ethnic machine,” a regional leader’s decision to play the ethnic card
does not automatically result in an enthusiastic response from the
targeted population; nor will it automatically result in successful
political mobilization. But ethnic appeals in the republics of Serbia,
Croatia, and Bosnia after 1989 resonated with the populations in
these republics. Why?

Strategic interaction theories of mass political action and theories
of behavioral cascades and bandwagoning described in the introduc-
tion promise a fruitful explanation. Scholarship on previous Yugoslav
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crises has noted this effect.20 Recall too that political institutions can
either encourage bandwagoning effects or inhibit them. In the Yugo-
slav case, one analyst has argued, with the federal government fatally
weakened and loyalty to the center diminished, there were no incen-
tives for political entrepreneurs to lower the tone of their agitating
and provocative discourse. Nor were there incentives for intellectuals
to abhor the expression of provocative nationalist sentiments.21 Finally,
bandwagoning is related to both timing and ethnic alliances as further
causes of ethnic conflict. In Yugoslavia, once nationalists had gained
the upper hand in Serbia, incentives for ethnic nationalism rose in
Croatia, and “sister” Serb and Croat nationalist parties were formed
in Bosnia. As nationalist parties were formed and won elections and
as they gained strength by forming alliances across republican bor-
ders, they crowded out other alternatives and narrowed elite political
choices. By the time Bosnian elections were held, non-nationalist
alternative parties did not stand a chance.22

This approach further suggests that if all-Yugoslav elections
had been held before republican elections, incentives to appeal to a
wider population would have been higher and political parties
would have been more inclusive; ethnic bandwagons would have
been slower to fill. In fact, nationalist politicians insisted on holding
republican elections first; bandwagoning effects then precluded the
possibility of elections at the national level. If the legacy of ethnofed-
eralism is taken into account, however, by 1991 national elec-
tions—even following republican elections—would not have
prevented the escalation to violence; people had no party organiza-
tion to represent their interests outside of their own republic, and
alliances between non-nationalist parties were precluded by spirals
of mistrust brought on by early bandwagoning.

In sum, as we shall see in this case, postwar institutions of
ethnofederalism cemented the logic of identity politics in the Yugo-
slav federal structure. That logic did not always dominate, particu-
larly in the population at large, and it was more pervasive in some
areas than in others. Nonetheless, as the federal system weakened
and local officials became increasingly accountable to local ethnic
constituencies rather than the central government, the logic of iden-
tity politics strengthened throughout the multiethnic Yugoslav re-
publics. Institutional legacies favored the creation of ethnic
nationalist parties and interethnic political rivalry; bandwagoning
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and balancing effects spread in Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia. The
weakness of those legacies in Macedonia accounts for the more con-
ciliatory path taken there.

INSTITUTIONAL INCENTIVES AND COMPETING POLITICAL
LOGICS IN FEDERAL YUGOSLAVIA

The central premise upon which this volume is based is that
authoritative political institutions channel social conflict in the di-
rection that institutional planners prefer; thus they determine the
logic that will dominate political competition and provide the basis
for political mobilization. Institutions do not treat all forms of con-
flict impartially; they constrain some forms of competition and mo-
bilization and encourage others.23 They provide differential access to
key resources, strengthening some actors and weakening others. In
doing so, they shape political preferences and identities of both elites
and publics. Institutional incentives, embedded in rules of account-
ability, representation, participation, and resource distribution can
structure political struggle in ways that either moderate or encour-
age ethnic and sectarian political conflict.

After World War I, political elites in both Serbia and Croatia
attempted to moderate interethnic conflict by imposing a system of
pluralist political competition and an integrationist logic on the new
Yugoslav state. They did so by constructing a unitary rather than a
federal state system of representation and participation. That unitary
state, they believed, would be based on a shared southern Slav iden-
tity and a common bond forged by the humiliation suffered at the
hands of both the Ottoman and Hapsburg rulers.

Indeed some observers argue that many Croatian and Slovene
elites (those who came from the bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia)
had joined the effort to form a Yugoslav state because they saw
political advantage in participating in the governance of a unitary
state over receiving minority status and enduring the restrictive
franchise in Austria, Hungary, or Italy. The 1921 constitution of the
newly created state of Yugoslavia was a relatively liberal one, en-
shrining universal male suffrage and equal civil and political rights
for all Yugoslav citizens.24
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Not all Yugoslav elites, however, were happy with this new
arrangement. Many Croatian nationalists felt that they had freed
themselves from Hapsburg domination only to be newly saddled
with Serbian hegemony in a unitary state. They mistrusted the new
constitution, arguing that it masked Serbian control over Croatia and
that a national Yugoslav identity could not be created under a Ser-
bian king, his army, administration, and Orthodox religion. Indeed,
argued such Croats, this “nation” really represented the submission
of a Roman Catholic people on the periphery of civilized Europe to
an inferior, Oriental culture.25

Threats of Croatian secession, and the fact that large sections of
the Croatian population did not accept the constitutional basis of the
Yugoslav state combined with the increasing centralization of power
in Serbia to prevent the formation of interethnic political coalitions
in representative institutions. Divisions were exacerbated when par-
liament—the forum where a clash of interests was aired—shut down
in 1929. Debate ended, and a fraction of the Croat elite turned to
violence. Nonetheless, these elite power plays did not trigger wide-
spread interethnic conflict in the population as a whole. Indeed that
conflict was nurtured by the breakdown of the state and by the war
raging in the region after 1939. Croatian elites broke from Yugoslavia
to ally with the Nazis and quickly carried out a German-led plan to
massacre thousands of Serbs. The decision of the Bosnian Muslim
elites to throw in their lot with Croatia transformed them into the
enemy of the Serbs as well. With the German defeat in 1945, Croatia
surrendered, and Serbia took its revenge by killing thousands of
Croat and Muslim prisoners. This violence created a vast reservoir
of culturally defined grievances that would shape the construction
of postwar institutions.

FEDERAL INSTITUTIONS OF POSTWAR YUGOSLAVIA:
BALANCING “NATIONAL” INTERESTS

With memories of mutual massacres still vivid, Tito believed
that national integration was not possible in a unitary Yugoslav state.
He thus established a federal system of ethnic republics after the war
that would provide guarantees of national equality. Like any federa-
tion, authority was distributed between the central government and
the governments of the constituent units, and the distribution of
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authority could not be changed without mutual consent. The Yugo-
slav federation held to three broad principles of federalism. First,
within their respective spheres of operation, both the central govern-
ment and the constituent units were independent, and neither was
subordinated to the other. Second, the constituent units participated
in the making of decisions at the federal level. Finally, important
federal decisions required equal representation of all of the constitu-
ent units, regardless of their size and population.

Yugoslavia, however, was not a centralized federal system like
that of the United States, the Federal Republic of Germany, or, in its
most centralized form, the Soviet Union. Indeed it did not resemble
most other federations, in which the central government could make
many decisions without consulting the member governments of the
constituent units. Instead because Yugoslavia was so divided as a
result of the events of World War II, Tito created a noncentralized
federalism in which the constituent units exercised a large degree of
control and authority. Although the 1946 constitution placed all min-
eral wealth, power resources, means of communication, and foreign
trade under state control, it also stipulated that the central govern-
ment could make decisions in only a few narrowly restricted issue
areas without obtaining the approval of the governments of the con-
stituent units.26

Further, like the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia
was now governed by the institutions of ethnofederalism, which were
intended to transform ethnically based political identities into cul-
tural/administrative identities and thereby prevent the reemergence
of extreme identity politics as a dominant political force.27 As Vesna
PešiŒ argues, two kinds of national groupings were organized hierar-
chically in the constitution. Five culturally defined groups—Serbs,
Slovenes, Croats, Macedonians, and Montenegrins were territorially
organized in constituent republics in which, as the titular nationality,
they held the status of “constituent nation.” The 1971 census recog-
nized Muslims as a separate nation, and in 1971 Bosnia-Herzegovina
was recognized under the national principle as a republic, consisting
of three constitutive peoples: Serbs, Croats, and Muslims. Those not
members of these six “nations”—e.g., Jews, Czechs, Romanians, Rus-
sians, Bulgarians, Romany, Vlachs, Albanians, and Hungarians—were
called “national minorities” and later “nationalities.” These groups
initially suffered from lower representative status than the constituent
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nations.28 Susan Bridge argues that the structure of formal political
representation throughout the postwar period discouraged minority
participation and representation through the single-member district
in both party and government. But the single-member district worked
to the advantage of minorities in two defined regions where the
“nationality” was a majority of the population. As we shall see, after
the constitutional changes of 1974, Kosovo, with a majority Albanian
population, and Vojvodina, with a majority Hungarian population,
gained increasing autonomy throughout the postwar period and en-
joyed equal participation at the federal level with the same repre-
sentative status as the constituent nations.29

A dual notion of federalism was embodied in representative
institutions that in some ways resembled a traditional parliamentary
democracy. The Federal Assembly was composed of a Federal Coun-
cil, elected by citizens voting as Yugoslavs, and a Chamber of Na-
tionalities, in which citizens were represented as nations and
nationalities. This federal structure was intended to balance the in-
terests of all the peoples of Yugoslavia. The importance of the equal-
ity of the constituent nations in representative institutions cannot be
overstated. Indeed a territorially based federation was not consid-
ered fully adequate to provide an equal representation of Yugosla-
via’s constituent “peoples” since most territorial units, even those
with titular nationalities, had mixed populations. Therefore, territo-
rial ethnofederalism was reinforced by a system of ethnic quotas or
“keys” as a central principle for the allocation of political resources.
All appointments to public office (including the military) were de-
cided by a formula for the proportional representation, or in some
cases equal representation, of individuals by constituent nation or
nationality. The effort to maintain balance in public institutions went
far beyond the intent of the quota system. For example, in an attempt
to maintain balance even in the prosecution of politically motivated
nationalist activities, central government authorities often went out
of their way to balance a particular prosecution with charges against
people from other ethnic groups.30

Tito established these institutions of ethnofederalism because he
believed that if the resolution of disputes between national groups
appeared to favor one group over the others, the federation’s internal
balance would be upset and Yugoslavia would be destabilized. His
goal was to preserve the central Yugoslav state. Given Serbia’s dispro-
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portionately large population and history as an independent state and
given Croatian elites’ historic distrust of Serbs, this was not an easy
task. Indeed some analysts argue that the constitution implied an
unwritten agreement between Tito and Serbian political elites in which
it would espouse Yugoslav unity and equality of representation in
order to mitigate Croatian fears of Serb dominance in the state appa-
ratus and thus cement Croatia’s loyalty to the center. One often heard
the slogan, “Weak Serbia, strong Yugoslavia.”31

Soon the institutions of ethnofederalism would come to domi-
nate all others in decisions of allocation, participation, repre-
sentation, and accountability. At the outset, however, other powerful
institutions were constructed to encourage solidarity and integra-
tion into the federal Yugoslav state. The two most prominent were
the Communist Party and the army, supported by both socialist ide-
ology and a system of privileges conferred upon those who had
demonstrated loyalty to the central state. Successive constitutional
and economic reforms created incentives for interregional competi-
tion among political elites over the means of economic development.
These reforms also created socioeconomic divisions in the larger
population that transcended ethnic cleavages, and they both encour-
aged and codified ideological conflict between conservatives and
reformers in the party.

These divisions were potentially cross-cutting. That is, different
ethnic groups who were part of the same socioeconomic class had
more in common with each other than with their ethnic compatriots;
different ethnic groups living in the same region potentially had
common regional interests that transcended ethnic divisions; both
ideological consensus and division could potentially overcome re-
gional and cultural differences. Thus, as we shall see below, a pleth-
ora of institutions within the federal system held the potential to
mitigate the importance of cultural divisions that had long plagued
Yugoslavia. It is to a brief description of the alternative social cleav-
ages created by these institutions that the discussion now turns.

INCENTIVES FOR INTEGRATION AND YUGOSLAV SOLIDARITY

Integrationist logic was initially encouraged by ideology and
repression. It was further encouraged by partisan privilege as an
important (though certainly not exclusive) allocative principle. First,
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Tito believed that the dominance of Communist ideology would re-
duce the salience of ethnicity as a source of political identity and
replace it with a more cosmopolitan socialist one. Tito believed that
the division of Yugoslavia into separate republics would be temporary
and that once Marxist ideology became embedded in social practice,
Yugoslavia could become an integrated, even unitary state.32

Initially repression bolstered this belief in the power of ideol-
ogy; public debate on ethnic issues was largely forbidden, and, as in
other Marxist regimes, the representation of grievances on the part
of particular ethnic groups had to be articulated in economic and
social terms since these were the only terms viewed by the state as
legitimate.33 Policies suppressing religion and nationalist move-
ments were designed to stifle interethnic competition and sectarian
privilege in the interest of an integrated multinational state.34 These
repressive measures were largely abandoned in the 1960s;35 nonethe-
less, the political expression of nationalism remained illegal and was
prosecuted. Successive constitutions prohibited the propagation or
practicing of national inequality and any incitement of national, ra-
cial, or religious hatred and intolerance.36

Two integrationist organizations dominated Yugoslavia’s po-
litical structure: the League of Communists of Yugoslavia (LCY) and
the Yugoslav National Army (JNA). The LCY began as a highly cen-
tralized but carefully multinational institution which was quickly
transformed after the break with the Soviet Union from an elite cadre
to a mass organization. As party membership grew, it provided the
only forum for political debate about alternative social interests and
preferences. In fact, this horizontal political cleavage dominated all
others for many years.37 It differed substantially from the other Com-
munist parties of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in that central
to its ideological core was the belief that its leading role in society
would disappear with the development of democracy in Yugoslavia.

The JNA was organized to encourage integration and loyalty to
the federal center through its rules of accountability, participation,
and representation. It had a constitutional obligation to maintain the
territorial integrity of Yugoslavia in the face of both internal and
external threats, and it was beholden to the authority of the federal
presidency. All army units were composed of a mix of officers and
recruits drawn from throughout Yugoslavia. Its party organization
was ethnically heterogeneous, and the ethnic quota system domi-
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nated the officer corps.38 The army’s political influence was substan-
tial; it had a vote in the federal party presidency equal to the repub-
lics.

Finally, elite solidarity across national lines was initially encour-
aged by allocative policies that privileged partisans from all national
groups who had fought against fascism. Pro-Partisan Serbs from pre-
dominantly pro-Chetnik areas, pro-Partisan Croatians and Serbs in
Croatia, Partisan Muslims, Macedonians, Montenegrins, and Slovenes
held top posts in the Communist Party and in government at all levels.
They created local dynasties and operated politically much like a
powerful lobbying group to put pressure on the central government
to pursue integrationist policies and provide generous material sup-
port to their local communes and regions. These former Partisans and
their families were united by ideological preferences rather than ethnic
bonds; they too assumed that a Yugoslav identity would come to
replace other national political identities.39

There are many indicators that these institutions were partially
successful in moving Yugoslavia toward integration. I listed several
at the outset: a rising Yugoslav national identity, especially among
young people, the strong preference among Serbs for the preserva-
tion of the federal state, and the widespread political popularity of
Ante MarkoviŒ, prime minister and head of the only all-Yugoslav
party in 1990. Polls taken in July 1990 showed MarkoviŒ to be the
most popular politician in all of the republics, with a 93 percent
rating in Bosnia, an 81 percent rating in Serbia, and an 83 percent
rating in Croatia.40 In Bosnia by the late 1980s, 30 percent of mar-
riages in urban areas were mixed marriages.41 Perhaps the most sig-
nificant indicator of Yugoslav integration is the outcome of the first
multiparty elections: when elections were held throughout the Yu-
goslav republics in 1990, no ethnic nationalist party received an elec-
toral majority in Slovenia, Croatia, or Macedonia; in Montenegro
former Communists received the bulk of the vote. Most important,
no party calling for an independent ethnically exclusive state re-
ceived a majority vote in any of the Yugoslav republics. Indeed elec-
tion results suggested a broad preference for Yugoslav integration;
this preference was stronger than many analysts believed.
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SOCIOECONOMIC CLEAVAGES

Incentives for integration were accompanied by both the inten-
tional creation of channels for the political representation of various
producer groups in the Federal Assembly and the unintended insti-
tutional creation of new socioeconomic cleavages in the population
at large through state plans for resource allocation. In 1953 a new
constitutional law attempted to strengthen the political power of
producer groups composed of all nations and nationalities. Planners
believed that this change would weaken representative divisions
among ethnic groups. According to this law, of the two chambers in
the Federal Assembly, only one-half of one would now be elected
according to the nationality principle, while the other half would
continue to be elected by the people at large. The second chamber
would be elected by workers in “socially owned” enterprises. Pro-
fessional workers, individual peasants, and private entrepreneurs
were not represented. The law thus embodied the belief that political
differences would be along class rather than ethnic lines.42

Workers were also given a strong participatory role in the econ-
omy. Beginning in the 1960s, the concept of self-management was
introduced as the operational principle of economic management
and allocation. Instead of state ownership, there would be social
ownership of enterprises, governed by strong workers’ councils and
powerful oversight committees.43 Behind the self-management prin-
ciple was the belief that associations of workers had the right to
participate in budgetary and managerial decisions at the workplace.

The 1965 economic reform increased enterprise autonomy fur-
ther by removing regulatory burdens imposed by the central state:
depreciation rates were increased and capital tax on fixed assets was
cut. The reform also encouraged inter-republic enterprise relation-
ships: enterprises were permitted to lend to other firms across re-
publican and provincial borders directly and participate in joint
ventures with them. In short, the implementation of the self-manage-
ment principle, bolstered by the 1965 reform, would heighten pro-
ducer political participation and thus further dilute ethnic divisions.
In doing so, it would structure social competition along economic
rather than along ethnic lines and thus increase loyalty to the federal
state. Economic interests, however, were mediated by territorially
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based representative institutions; producer representatives were
grouped first by commune and then by republic.44

Although equally represented and integrated into the manage-
ment and decision-making structure of the economy, not all producer
groups from all regions were treated equally when it came to allocative
decisions directed from the center. In their attempt to modernize
Yugoslavia, economic planners in the federal government favored
some producers over others by giving some groups privileged access
to material goods and services and denying it to others. Hardest hit
by the new policies were the rural peasants. Yugoslavia possessed
fertile agricultural land populated by an entrenched peasantry. The
production of primary commodities had long been the mainstay of
economic activity in the region. But the central economic goal of the
postwar federal government was to transform the entire country from
a backward agrarian nation into a modern industrial one. The federal
government therefore poured its resources into industrial investment
at the expense of the agricultural sector, thus driving peasants off the
land and into the factories. Peasants who remained on the land lacked
pension benefits and had little access to state housing, while they faced
state-mandated prices for their produce and were provided with
almost no investment capital.45

This policy created an important cleavage between the indus-
trial workers and public-sector employees who had migrated to the
cities, on the one hand, and those who remained on the land, on the
other. Furthermore, the fastest growing economic group in postwar
Yugoslavia was the white collar sector, reflecting rapid growth in the
state bureaucracy at all levels of government. As long as the econ-
omy grew, the differences, particularly between white collar and
blue collar workers, were resolved within both the system of self-
management and the Federal Assembly. By the 1980s, however, when
economic conditions took on crisis proportions, Susan Woodward
argues, “The primary social divisions . . . in Yugoslav society were
not defined by ethnicity but by job status. . . . In terms of how people
saw themselves, ethnicity was less important than either occupation
and the social status it conveyed or place of residence—urban or
rural—and its related culture.”46 Whether Woodward is correct or
not, there is ample evidence to suggest that economic cleavages in
society (defined largely in terms of urban-rural splits) and socioeco-
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nomic identities were as strong if not stronger than ethnic cleavages
and identities.

IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICTS

The initial ideological cleavages among political elites of the
1950s and 1960s were analyzed by Western observers as the usual
division between ideological conservatives and liberal reformers.
During the late 1960s reformers dominated politics at the federal
center. They were confident that given the chance, the general popu-
lation would endorse their liberal policies. They were particularly
confident in their own electoral success over the conservatives be-
cause a middle class was growing in Yugoslavia that would be par-
ticularly receptive to their appeals. They thus resolved to further
democratize the electoral process in order to reduce the presence of
conservative opponents in the legislative branches of government at
all levels. To the extent that reformers gained a foothold in political
competition, the entrenched political establishment was pressured
to widen the franchise. Much like democratizing Western Europe in
the nineteenth century, groups within the establishment who ex-
pected to benefit from reform introduced more democratic proce-
dures as a strategy to weaken powerful conservative opponents.47

Just before the 1967 elections, a wave of constitutional amendments
increased the power of elected bodies at the federal level, particu-
larly the Federal Assembly. And at all levels of government, elections
were more hotly contested than ever before. Of course political ri-
valry was limited to intraparty ideological competition, and no
thought was given to the creation of a multiparty electoral system.
Liberalizers focused their political platform on the strengthening of
market forces, freedom of speech, a merit-based system of promo-
tions, and the withdrawal of the party from the arts and culture.

According to many observers, this path ended abruptly when
some of the liberalizers in Croatia attempted to increase their popu-
lar support base against their conservative opponents by allying
with nationalist political elements, who had become bolder and
more openly critical with every move toward political liberalization.
This coalition was a clear departure from the traditional coalition
between reformers and conservatives against ethnic nationalists.48
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As I discuss in more detail below, Tito crushed this alliance, and with
the backing of the JNA, he purged the party of its nationalist and
politically liberal elements and left centralizers firmly in power.
Those centralizers, loyal to the federal state, acted quickly to sup-
press nationalist movements, and they were not to emerge openly
again until the late 1980s.

According to Denison Rusinow and Steven Burg, with nation-
alist forces excluded from political participation, the early 1980s wit-
nessed the formation of political cleavages along three separate
ideological lines: the confederationists, the ideological conserva-
tives, and the liberal reformers.49 Confederationists, found primarily
in the leaderships of Slovenia, Croatia, and Vojvodina, wanted to
expand their own political autonomy and economic power at the
expense of the central government in Belgrade. The ideological con-
servatives, found primarily among the partisans, the JNA, and the
poorer republics, argued against the establishment of a market econ-
omy and were sympathetic to a more centralized and egalitarian
polity. The liberal reformers, found mostly in the Serbian party, de-
fended the introduction of a market economy in Yugoslavia and
argued for a centralized foreign currency market and the elimination
of interregional economic barriers.

These ideological divisions among elites were deep, and they
spread to the public at large. Indeed the evidence of strong liberal
leanings in Serbia suggests that had ethnofederalism not been so
entrenched and had the federal state and party organization not been
so weak, Yugoslavia would have undergone a transition from com-
munism similar to that of other Balkan and East European states. The
primary elite division would have been between reformers and con-
servatives; international financial institutions would have bolstered
the political power of the reformers, supporting the institutions of
the federal center, and even conservatives in power would have been
pressed to follow their mandates.50 Because federal institutions pro-
vided incentives for regional divisions, however, those divisions be-
came more deeply rooted than either ideological or socioeconomic
cleavages. It is to the issue of regional divisions that the discussion
now turns.
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CENTER-REGION AND INTERREGIONAL COMPETITION FOR RESOURCES

The twin economic goals of Yugoslav development policy had
always been to reduce the disparities in regional living standards
while maintaining a high rate of growth. As noted above, central
economic planners believed that the overriding economic goal was
to transform Yugoslavia into a modern industrialized nation. Prior-
ity was given to the development of industries that would contribute
to the rapid growth of the country as a whole. But the individual
republics had attained different levels of development, and as a
strategy to encourage national Yugoslav integration, every five-year
plan mandated the “equalization of conditions” between the devel-
oped and less developed regions.51

Resource limitations, however, produced deep tensions among
the republics over the pursuit of these twin goals. Slovenia and Croa-
tia, as the rich republics, preferred that funds be allocated by effi-
ciency criteria; because they were most efficient, they would receive
the bulk of the investment funds, and they resisted the transfer of
resources to the poor. The poorer republics of Serbia, Bosnia, Mace-
donia, and Montenegro fought for funds as development subsidies.
Because all funds were administered from a central General Invest-
ment Fund and because the central government regulated industrial
development, divisions among the republics over investment took
the form of center-region controversies. The poorer republics were
dependent on the center for development funds, and the richer re-
publics wanted autonomy from the center to free them from subsi-
dies and regulation.

In addition to these conflicting pressures on central funds from
the developed and less developed regions, partisan elites pressed for
regional credit allocations based on political criteria rewarding par-
tisan loyalty and punishing those who had opposed the partisans in
the war.52 Indeed behind the scenes, regional politicians used politi-
cal arguments to counter efficiency and development arguments,
and they used patronage networks to lobby federal officials for re-
gional investments; those investments would create jobs and income
at home which in turn would bolster the regional power base of local
politicians.53

These conflicting goals and criteria for the allocation of limited
material resources led to mutual resentments. No matter which cri-
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teria were used, the republics who did not receive investment funds
felt cheated. Three examples illustrate. First, all investment funds to
stimulate growth were distributed directly to specific individual en-
terprises throughout Yugoslavia. These funds were initially allo-
cated through a central investment bank; after 1965 they were
allocated through a network of regional banks. Individual enter-
prises competed for these funds on the basis of interest rates and
repayment schedules through a series of auctions. Enterprises in
Croatia and Slovenia were always more competitive according to the
criteria. Furthermore, since priority was given to industries that
would contribute to rapid national growth, five-year plans man-
dated that raw material inputs would be underpriced to make such
industries competitive. Again, priority industries were located in the
developed regions of Croatia and Slovenia; most of the raw materials
came from Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia, and Macedonia. The pre-
dominance of low-priced raw materials in the less developed regions
and the absence of offsetting transfers meant that the poorer regions
were penalized for providing the raw materials necessary to indus-
trialize the country. The result, as one analyst put it, was that “both
per capita investments and the grants-in-aid allocated to the less
developed regions were consistently less than those allocated to the
developed regions.” Serbian political leaders complained about the
huge transfers of industry from Serbia to Croatia and Slovenia that
had taken place between 1945 and 1951 in the name of efficiency. And
the introduction of market socialism in 1963, shifting economic de-
cision-making from local party and government elites to workers’
councils in the enterprises, clearly appeared to work to the advan-
tage of more productive and industrialized republics.54

Second, as noted above, the wealthier regions complained bit-
terly about the huge income transfers required for the development
of the poorer republics; they were particularly bitter about the for-
feiture of hard currency earnings to federal treasuries. Croatian lead-
ers complained that despite the fact that Croatia brought in half of
all foreign capital as of 1969, it was allocated only about 15 percent
of the total credits, an amount insufficient for its level of develop-
ment. They further argued that Croatia produced most in foreign
currency earnings and enterprise profits and received much less
through the redistribution process. In 1971 the president of the As-
sembly of Croatia stated that Croatia would have to renegotiate the
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size of its contribution or abandon many of its own public works
programs.55

Finally, in the eyes of the richer republican elites, political cri-
teria seemed to work to the advantage of the poor republics. Croatian
elites pointed out that Montenegro received the most investment per
capita, while Croatia, the second most developed republic able to
maximize output per investment, received what Croatian leaders
believed to be barely its share. This perception was formed because
policies providing partisan preferences seemed to make it clear that
Croatia was being punished for its record in World War II, and re-
gions with strong partisan groups were being rewarded. Critics in
Croatia and Slovenia pointed out that Montenegro and Serbia re-
ceived disproportionate investment credits, largely due to the strong
patronage networks of partisans in these regions.

The pursuit of conflicting goals and the overlapping institutional
structure by which investment funds were distributed from the center
to the republics had two important cross-cutting consequences for the
locus of political cleavages and loyalties. First, as we shall see below,
the accumulated allocative disputes and resentments had an impor-
tant impact on constitutional debates; those debates in turn exacer-
bated interregional conflicts as their resolution weakened the center.
Heavily, directly, and transparently dependent on the central govern-
ment, the poorer regions developed the most loyalty to the center and
reinforced integrationist tendencies in those regions.56 The richer re-
publics sought increasing decentralization of the federal system and
more autonomy in economic decision-making.

A second and equally important consequence was the develop-
ment of regional and republican loyalty over loyalty to the center.
The institutions of economic allocation emphasized territorial over
functional organization of the economy, and economic resources
were distributed from the central government to the republics and
regions rather than directly to individual enterprises. Thus republi-
can loyalties replaced central loyalties, even in the poorer republics,
because republican elites were responsible for procuring funds for
their particular republics.

This last point is central to the argument: Because of the alloca-
tive structure, regional loyalties and divisions were created that were
not necessarily congruent with “national” or “nationality” divisions.
Two examples of regional loyalty (neither of which actually proves
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a causal linkage to allocative principles) illustrate. The first ironically
can be found in the bitter complaints of the 1986 Memorandum writ-
ten by a committee of Serb nationalist intellectuals in the Serbian
Academy of Sciences. The Memorandum protested Yugoslav “as-
similationist” policies, arguing that they were turning Serbs living
in Croatia into Croats, and it claimed that ethnic Serb writers in
Montenegro and Bosnia were writing “Montenegran” or “Bosnian”
literature instead of Serb literature. And they complained that Mace-
donian Communists had simply Macedonized Serbs.57 With these
complaints, the Memorandum suggested that republican political
identities had indeed replaced ethnic political identities.

Second, even in war, Bosnian Serbs loyal to Bosnia joined in the
Bosnian government and army to oppose Bosnian Serbs who fought
the government. In the first elections there after 1990, 13 Serbs were
elected to the assembly who were not members of the nationalist
party. Indeed ethnic cleavages were not the only—nor were they
necessarily the deepest—cleavages in federal Yugoslavia. As we
shall see below, territorial loyalties increasingly overlapped with
ethnic loyalties as the Yugoslav center collapsed. But territorial divi-
sions unrelated to national divisions were real and they persisted
even in war.

ALTERNATIVE CLEAVAGES AND ALTERNATIVE SCENARIOS FOR FEDERAL
YUGOSLAVIA

In sum, in Yugoslavia, as in all federal systems, the preservation
of the state depended on the strength of institutions that encouraged
loyalty to the central government. It further depended on the subor-
dination of cultural cleavages, ideological disputes, socioeconomic
divisions, and center-region conflict to central government authority.
As the narrative suggests, a complex pattern of political cleavage
had evolved within both the party and government structures. In-
deed this was evident by the 1960s.58 If institutional strength at the
federal level had been maintained, political, socioeconomic, and re-
gional divisions could have diffused social conflict, and Yugoslavia
might have been preserved. But as we shall see below, the strength
of federal institutions was slowly depleted and potential cross-cut-
ting cleavages dissolved into ethnic divisions as ethnic repre-
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sentation was strengthened and as the mercantilist policies of the
republics drained economic resources. The center would not hold.

If federal Yugoslavia could not be preserved, its peaceful disso-
lution required that center-regional conflicts be resolved in favor of
regional autonomy. As we shall see below, Yugoslavia was indeed
moving in this latter direction. By 1974 the individual republics were
close to becoming fully sovereign states. And as late as the summer
of 1991, Bosnian President Alia IzetbegoviŒ and Macedonian Presi-
dent Kiro Gligorov had gained support from MiloševiŒ and Tudjman
for an asymmetrical federation—that is, a very loose federation in
which Serbia and Montenegro would constitute the “core,” Mace-
donia and Bosnia would be semidetached, and Croatia and Slovenia
could exercise as much sovereignty as they wished.59 In fact, how-
ever, neither unity nor peaceful dissolution of the federal state was
possible in 1991 because beginning in the 1970s, constitutional
changes ironically designed to hold the federation together and sub-
sequent economic decline caused center-regional disputes to increas-
ingly deepen ethnic cleavages. It is to this story that the discussion
now turns.

DECENTRALIZATION, DECLINE, AND THE GROWTH OF
ETHNOFEDERALISM

The necessary condition for the dominance of cultural conflict
in Yugoslavia was the entrenchment and expansion of ethnofederal-
ism. Ethnofederalism politicized cultural identity, bolstered the
power base of local elites, and thus deepened cultural divisions. The
sufficient condition was the federal center ’s decline in power and
authority and the resulting economic decline. Economic decline and
periodic crises triggered conflict over resources along the regional
and ethnic lines that ethnofederalism had created. Constitutional
changes and economic reforms throughout the life of Yugoslavia
ensured that both of these conditions were met. A brief sketch of
those changes reveals the resulting rising importance of ethnic divi-
sions over purely territorial ones.

Distributive quarrels among republican elites in the Commu-
nist Party emerged from the outset. These quarrels were rarely
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played out between republics directly but were always directed to-
ward the central government. Indeed there was no forum where the
republics and provinces could negotiate directly with each other.60

As suggested above, the deepest discontent was in Croatia and
Slovenia, the richest republics and the two most unhappy with cen-
tral administrative controls. Fearful that this discontent would lead
to calls for autonomy, aggravate ethnic conflict—particularly in
mixed economic regions—and thus thwart the drive for Yugoslav
integration, Tito attempted to deflect criticism and undermine
autonomy demands by decentralizing most political and economic
activity. The LCY thus undertook measures that conferred increasing
political authority on the individual republics in the belief that more
autonomy within the federal state would undermine divisive nation-
alisms. Indeed by the time of Tito’s death, there were very few funds,
favors, or power resources left in the center to distribute; republican
quarrels over central resources were fierce but bore little return for
the winners.61 But as we shall see below, the decline in central powers
led to a disintegration of the Yugoslav market and thus a decline in
economic efficiency and growth. As the economic pie got smaller,
competition over resources increased and national resentments
deepened even further. As Rusinow argues, by the 1970s the disin-
tegration of the Yugoslav market into “eight mercantilist and protec-
tionist regional fiefdoms” exacerbated the tendency on the part of
regional political elites to regard the republics as separate political
and national communities.62

CONSTITUTIONAL REVISIONS AND ECONOMIC REFORMS

Successive constitutional revisions and economic reforms both
codified and induced decentralization and representation by nation-
ality or ethnic group. The 1953 constitutional amendment reduced
the administrative role of the central state to five areas: foreign af-
fairs, defense, internal security, and state administration. Although
the “national economy” remained in the hands of the federal gov-
ernment, republics were given their own budgets over which they
exercised independent control. In the search for a more impersonal
allocative mechanism that would deflect criticism from the federal
government, central authorities introduced administrative market
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socialism. Fixed wages were abolished, centralized planning mecha-
nisms were weakened, and financial instruments replaced adminis-
trative rules in macroeconomic coordination. The republican
governing bodies were made legally independent of the federal gov-
ernment.63

By 1963, however, economic conditions began to worsen. Recall
that the industrialization drive had pushed peasants off the land and
into the factories in urban areas. Wage earners pouring into the cities
exerted pressure on demand for consumer goods that were in short
supply. Expanding demand forced accelerated imports, and the bal-
ance of payments deficit dramatically increased. The IMF was called
in to provide a structural adjustment loan; its conditionality require-
ment was that Yugoslavia further liberalize its economy. But as ex-
porters, Croatia and Slovenia were suffering from the 1961 recession
in Western Europe, and their exports sagged dangerously.

Squeezed both externally and internally, political elites in both
republics continued to see the federal government as the target of
their discontent. They saw federal fiscal policies intended to equalize
levels of development among the republics as a transfer tax that
would disproportionately benefit the less developed republics. Most
dangerously, nationality came to be associated with locality and
caused divisions within the party that cut across those between re-
formists and conservatives.64

Again to deflect attacks against the center as the cause of these
economic problems and to weaken discontent, a new constitution
was formulated in 1963. It further decentralized the economy. This
time, however, decision-making authority and autonomy devolved
to the communal level. According to some observers, it seems that
the aim was to localize power without further diluting the authority
of the central state since the federal government still had direct links
to the communes without going through the republican assemblies.65

At the same time, the constitution expanded the meaning and
practice of “ethnic balancing” in an attempt to further solidify loy-
alty to the center. The Chamber of Nationalities was given more
legislative power. Its primary task was now to discuss and approve
legislation of the assembly on an equal basis with the economic, edu-
cation and culture, welfare and health, and organizational-political
chambers which had developed out of the Council of Producers.66

The Chamber of Nationalities was upgraded again in 1967. Elected
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by republican and provincial assemblies, it now replaced the federal
chamber as the senior of the five chambers, and the federal chamber
was sharply downgraded.67

This organizational change had an important impact on the
locus of political accountability and thus on the locus of political
loyalty. Previously most members of the Federal Assembly had been
responsible only to individual communal assemblies or to the voters
at large in given electoral districts. With the upgrading of the Cham-
ber of Nationalities, however, most members were now accountable
to their republican and provincial assemblies. Because no federal
legislation on any subject could be passed without the consent of the
members of the Chamber of Nationalities and because members of
that chamber were accountable to their regional assemblies, the re-
publics sharply increased their power at the federal legislative level.
In the 1971 census, the status of “nation” was conferred upon Yugo-
slav Muslims.68 Muslims could therefore be represented in the
Chamber of Nationalities.

The strengthening of the Chamber of Nationalities not only
deepened ethnic and regional political power, but it also exacerbated
ethnic tensions. Representation in the Chamber of Nationalities was
accorded by the principles of equality and proportionality. Twenty
delegates to the Chamber of Nationalities were chosen by each of the
six republics, regardless of population. This “balancing” effort bred
resentment along ethnic and national lines. Serbs, for example, had
40 percent of the total population but had only 14 percent of the votes
in the Chamber of Nationalities, while Slovenes represented 8.5 per-
cent of the total population and had the same percentage of votes.69

Equality in representation benefiting the richer and smaller repub-
lics was intended to offset the disproportionate economic burden
placed on them by regional development policy. But the policy back-
fired because it channeled resentments and privileges away from
territorially defined republics and directed them toward specific eth-
nic groups who dominated those republics. Serbs began to resent
Croats, not just Croatia, for both their wealth and its representative
weight in the powerful Chamber of Nationalities. That repre-
sentative weight, Serb elites believed, eschewed economic allocation
to benefit Croats and was unfair to Serbs. Croats, in turn, resented
the disproportionate representative weight of smaller nations which
provided them with political clout to push for redistributive policies
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that would drain economic resources from richer republics like Croa-
tia.

Ethnic tensions thus colored debates about regional develop-
ment policy. Despite efforts to equalize levels of development among
all of the republics, the gap between the rich and poor republics
grew; elites in the richer republics saw little reason to continue to
transfer resources to the poorer ones.70 They thus argued for alloca-
tion of investment funds based on profitability and efficiency. The
poorer republics defended their position that they needed continued
transfers in order to grow.

The result was a stalemate; there was no agreement on how
investment funds should be allocated in the future. This immobilism
at the center, combined with the growing deficit and pressure from
the IMF for further liberalization and the representative weight of
the rich but small republics in the Chamber of Nationalities, led to
the economic reform of 1965. The reform itself suggests a triumph
for the richer republics and the decentralizers as the center was fur-
ther weakened; in the course of the debate, the central government
was removed from its role as the provider of investment funds to the
republics and a network of republic-level banks was created.71 They
were authorized to take primary responsibility for investment fi-
nance. These banks had previously been simply the administers of
government investment funds; now they were autonomous enter-
prises under regulatory control of the republican governments. Fi-
nally, the reform turned over most of the federal authority to raise
taxes to the republics.

These changes meant an important power shift from the federal
to the regional level and from territorially defined regions to ethni-
cally defined republics. The shift in authority to the republic level
doomed the regional development policy that was supposed to ce-
ment solidarity among the republics and loyalty to the federal center
as it weakened the federal government even further. While the 1963
constitution had given more autonomy to the communes at the ex-
pense of the republics as a way of decreasing republican power, the
1965 reform returned authority to the republic level, and the com-
mune’s economic authority was limited to attracting industry within
its territorial boundaries. Here, Comisso argues, urban areas enjoyed
immense advantages over rural communes, and this served to widen
urban-rural social and economic divisions. The shifting of account-
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ability from the center to the republics and the shifting of repre-
sentative authority to the “nations” and nationalities shifted resent-
ments away from the center and on to specific national groups.

1974: YUGOSLAVIA BECOMES A DE FACTO CONFEDERATION

Most analysts agree that the 1974 constitution was a watershed
that turned Yugoslavia into a de facto confederation of sovereign
states.72 The powers of the federal center were reduced to foreign
policy, defense, the protection of national rights, and a minimum of
economic instruments. Even in these realms, decisions had to be
made by consensus among representatives of the republics and the
autonomous provinces.73

The constitution further widened and deepened the system of
ethnic and republican quotas to guarantee the smaller republics and
nationalities that they would be equally represented. Where pre-
viously the quota system had generally followed the principle of
proportional representation in federal appointments, it now stipu-
lated that equal numbers from each republic regardless of popula-
tion would be appointed to federal posts. Appointments to senior
and mid-rank positions in federal and lower-level administrative
and elective institutions, including the party, now came under the
authority of republican and provincial party and state leaderships.

Finally and perhaps most important, the 1974 constitution
changed the status of Kosovo and Vojvodina to autonomous prov-
inces. They had been granted increasing authority over their invest-
ments and budgets after the 1965 reform. This constitutional change,
however, moved them from a status of near-parity in the federal
decision-making structure to complete equality with the republics.
This meant that the Albanians in Kosovo now had de facto equal
political status with the constituent national groups at the federal
level. Now all six republics and the two provinces were equally
represented in both chambers of the federal assembly regardless of
their size. When collective leadership at the federal level was intro-
duced, the two provinces joined in an eight-member presidency, in
which each member had an equal vote.74 Indeed such an equal rep-
resentation of the constituent units in both chambers of a bicameral
federal legislative assembly is not found in any other contemporary
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federation. In comparative perspective, the small federal units in
Yugoslavia were highly overrepresented, while large units were cor-
respondingly underrepresented.75

Indeed, the 1974 Yugoslav constitution established a more de-
centralized system of industrial, political, and territorial decision-
making than any other existing federation. Over the twenty-year
period from 1953 to 1974, the constitutional move toward decentrali-
zation from the federal level toward republics and provinces gave
legal status to the republics as power centers, making them in fact
the highest self-governing communities in Yugoslavia. And the
equal status conferred upon the republics and the provinces com-
bined with the principle of unanimity in federal decision-making
bodies to ensure immobilism at the center. Any representative who
felt that the interests of his republic or province would not be met
by a particular federal policy could block its implementation.76 Eth-
nic identity was given increasing political weight as ethnic repre-
sentative bodies became more powerful and as the quota system was
widened and deepened.

THE RESULTS: ECONOMIC FRAGMENTATION AND DECLINE

The result of this loss of power and authority at the center was
increasing economic fragmentation of markets, duplication of in-
vestment projects, and a subsequent sharp decline in the economy
as a whole. The complete story of Yugoslavia’s economic decline is
a complex one, beyond the scope of this essay, and is yet to be writ-
ten.77 I provide only a few examples here to illustrate the relationship
between decentralization, the fragmentation of markets in Yugosla-
via, and economic deterioration.

Once the regionalization of the economic policy was in place,
the incentives for economic autarky increased.78 The regionalization
of the banking sector witnessed the creation of as many banks as
republics and regions. Bank authorities controlled allocation to indi-
vidual firms, and regional regulatory authorities controlled banking
practices. This regionalization of the banking structure made a na-
tionwide monetary policy unattainable and blocked the possibility
of interregional economic activity.79
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With the regionalization of the banking system, preference in
investment decisions was given to local objectives over the efficiency
and profitability of the economy as a whole. Regional self-interest
led to an increase in import substitution and the duplication of in-
vestment projects throughout Yugoslavia. In the period 1970-76, in-
ter-republican trade in goods dropped from 27.7 percent to 23.1
percent of the national social product, while in 1981, 66 percent of
all trade was intraregional and only 22 percent was interregional,
with only 4 percent of all investment crossing republican and re-
gional borders.80 Invisible but thick economic walls between the re-
publics were gradually being constructed.

The devolution of authority to the republics to collect taxes
worsened the economic situation further. It prevented the central
government from having a coherent fiscal policy, and because the
republican tax base was smaller, local and republic taxes on incomes
were higher. Higher taxes reduced consumer purchasing power. By
1982, this, along with other problems associated with regional frag-
mentation, was reflected in a 36 percent drop in the volume of im-
ports.81

As investment projects were duplicated and markets frag-
mented, overall economic growth ground to a halt. In 1982 real gross
fixed investment fell by 37 percent. Labor productivity in the public
sector fell by 20 percent, and public sector earnings fell by 25 percent.
The average annual growth rate fell to 0.9 percent, a drop from an
annual rate of 6.3 percent.82 As the economy worsened, regional frag-
mentation increased; the conduct of economic policy now depended
on the wishes of the regional party organizations. Regional enter-
prises were subsidized as a part of patronage systems; patronage
investments could only be financed by increased borrowing; in-
creased borrowing deepened Yugoslavia’s external debt and wors-
ened the economic system further.

As a result of uncoordinated investments, foreign reserve im-
balances, and overborrowing in the 1970s, the 1980s witnessed per-
manent economic crisis in Yugoslavia. By mid-decade, inflation had
reached 100 percent annually, while wages were frozen. The federal
government faced a mounting debt obligation without any return on
moneys spent. Unemployment rose from 600,000 in 1982 to 912,000
in 1983, not including the 700,000 who had been forced to emigrate
abroad in order to find work. In 1981–85, unemployment in Serbia
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proper was 17–18 percent, and in Kosovo it was over 50 percent. By
1985 one million people were unemployed, and in all republics ex-
cept Slovenia and Croatia the unemployment rate was above 20 per-
cent.83

IMF structural adjustment loans only exacerbated regional ten-
sions. For example, one requirement of the stabilization program
was that the dinar be devalued. Bosnia was strongly opposed to
devaluation because it was heavily dependent on imported interme-
diate goods from convertible currency areas. As the major exporters
to the West, Croatia and Slovenia supported the decision to devalue.
Because devaluations had to be approved by all republics, negotia-
tions were time consuming, bitter, and divisive. Ultimately devalu-
ation occurred, but exports failed to rise significantly and all
economic indicators declined sharply. It was in this context of in-
creasing fragmentation and permanent economic crisis that the cen-
tralizing organizations of party and army weakened, regional
political entrepreneurs held sway as loyalty to the center dissipated,
socioeconomic divisions dissolved into ethnic resentments, and cen-
ter-region conflict gave way to national political rivalries. How and
why ethnic divisions came to trump all others is the subject of the
following section.

THE GROWTH OF CULTURAL CONFLICT: FROM MULTIPLE
CLEAVAGES TO REINFORCING ETHNIC DIVISIONS

Above we saw that in order to maintain authority by deflecting
criticism for economic hardship and political discrimination, the fed-
eral government decentralized its control over both the economy and
the political system during the period 1953–74. With weakening
power at the center, decentralization gave way to fragmentation, and
fragmentation led to economic crisis and decline. As we shall see
below, fragmentation also changed the rules of political account-
ability to make regional elites increasingly responsible to their local
constituencies. Similar institutional changes increased constituents’
dependence on those elites and gave them more resources to distrib-
ute in exchange for support. Below I describe how, in the context of
fragmentation and economic decline, the institutions of ethnofeder-
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alism permitted the logic of identity politics to shape the preferences
of regional elites, weaken integrative institutions, and turn all poten-
tial social divisions into nationalist rivalries.

DECLINE OF LOYALTY TO THE CENTER

With the decentralization of political authority to the republics
and the decline of central power came diminishing loyalty to the
federal state. The devolution of power had an important negative
impact on party loyalty at the federal level and on the cohesion of
the army, the two institutional pillars of federal strength.

The more decentralized the system became, the more empow-
ered were the regional party elites. As I have demonstrated above,
as early as 1953, significant areas of political and economic authority
had begun to devolve to the republics, and over the next ten years
the republics gradually became important decision-making and pa-
tronage-dispensing centers.84 Recall that members of the Federal As-
sembly, previously accountable to communal assemblies, became
accountable to the republican assemblies when the Chamber of Na-
tionalities was upgraded in 1963 and 1967. With this institutional
restructuring, ethnic and regional loyalties were bolstered and loy-
alty to the federal center weakened.

The regional party elites achieved key positions of power for
two reasons: they were the most important economic actors and they
were the most important party functionaries in the administration.
The most powerful political leaders were those who had access to
the state resources of the individual republics and the federal gov-
ernment. With those resources, politicians could create significant
patronage machines. The deepening economic crisis made their role
even more important because their aid became indispensable in
keeping both enterprises and individuals afloat. As the central eco-
nomic players, they controlled up to 70 percent of all federal invest-
ment funds, investing them in their own regions. In their role as
regional party leaders, they made significant political and adminis-
trative appointments; for example, they controlled 25 percent of all
employment in Kosovo; one out of four people was employed in
administrative work within state-owned organizations there. In
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Slovenia one out of seven jobs was under the control of local and
regional politicians.85

The changes in the 1974 constitution enhanced their power fur-
ther. After 1974, when cadre selection was federalized, those with
political ambitions knew that their careers were dependent on the
approval of the republican and provincial bodies who sent them to
Belgrade and knew that they would return to those bodies after
federal service. The status of federal service was declining, and these
career officials were often reluctant to accept a federal post. When
they did enter federal service, they were always responsive to their
home constituencies. The rules of accountability increased the power
and attractiveness of local offices while reducing the power of the
central ones. As some observers have noted, the party as such
seemed to exist only for the duration of the party congress; by 1974
it had devolved into an umbrella organization, and regional LCY
leaders viewed any effort to encourage Yugoslav integration as an
attempt to undermine their respective power bases. As Cohen ar-
gues, “In place of the unified party elite that dominated the commu-
nist system in its initial postwar phase, the regime was now
characterized by six republican and two regional party elites that
skillfully utilized decentralized authority for their respective paro-
chial interests.”86

In addition, as the center weakened, the allocative policies
privileging partisans of all nationalities began to backfire. Recall that
partisan privileges were intended to encourage Yugoslav integration
and loyalty by cementing elite solidarity across national lines within
the party. But integrationist goals were thwarted as these partisan
elites created local dynasties and began to operate much like a pow-
erful lobbying group, putting pressure on the central government to
provide generous material support to their local communes and re-
gions. In some areas, official veterans’ organizations exerted pres-
sure on Belgrade to pursue policies favored by the local political
machines of which they were a part. As the power of the center
declined, partisan elites guarded their entrenched status jealously
and were determined to ensure themselves the influence they felt
was their due.87

The last pillar of Yugoslav loyalty to crumble under institu-
tional incentives for decentralization was the JNA. Throughout the
process of federal dissolution, the army had clung to its constitu-
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tional mandate to maintain the territorial integrity of Yugoslavia. It
maintained its loyalty to the federal presidency. Even as the center
disintegrated, it continued to pride itself on its multiethnic officer
corps. But both external and internal pressures eroded the military’s
integrationist function. First, the rich republics threatened its fund-
ing throughout the 1980s by continually grumbling over the size and
destination of their contribution to the federal budget. The Croatian
parliament voted to oppose federal financing for defense in general,
and the Slovene parliament balked as well.88 Indeed because of its
large share of the federal budget, the army became an important
scapegoat for regional discontent against the center.

Internal problems in the army surfaced as well. Ethnic quotas
in the appointment of officers had long fostered resentment, particu-
larly among Serbs. Coming from the largest national group, they
represented the majority of junior officers in the army but were re-
stricted in opportunities for promotion by the quotas for national
equality. After the Croatian crisis of 1971–72, Croatian soldiers
balked at serving outside Croatia.89 Further, republican loyalty to the
JNA was threatened when in 1987–88, the government of Slovenia
supported demands that young men be allowed to do their military
service at home in Slovenia rather than be sent to another republic.
Tensions within the military were further heightened when the Slo-
vene government called for the use of the Slovene language in all
military communications and supported young people who cam-
paigned for conscientious objector status.90 Both Djilas and Silber
and Little suggest that by end of the 1980s the JNA began to mirror
the weakness of the federal government as a whole. Shortly before
Croatia and Slovenia moved toward secession, the officer corps was
disproportionately Serb: with 40 percent of the population, Serbs
represented 65 percent of the officer corps.91 By 1990, when Muslim
and Croat youths ignored their induction notices completely, the
army rank and file rapidly turned into a virtually all-Serb force.92

THE COLLAPSE OF SOCIOECONOMIC CLEAVAGES INTO REGIONAL DIVISIONS
AND ETHNIC RESENTMENTS

Above I suggested that ethnic divisions had been partially dis-
solved through socioeconomic cleavages in the 1960s and 1970s. But
again, decentralization, deregulation, and the ever-worsening eco-
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nomic situation transformed those cleavages into territorial and re-
publican divisions. Three examples illustrate. First, producer asso-
ciations were never organized functionally and thus were never able
to enter into coalitions across republic lines. Recall that in the repre-
sentative institutions of federal Yugoslavia, economic interests were
mediated by territorially based institutions; producer repre-
sentatives in the Federal Assembly were grouped first by commune
and then by republic.93 Because they were subordinated to the repub-
lics and the communes, these associations never achieved autonomy;
their functional interests were institutionally subordinated to the
territorial interests of the republics. To the extent that ethnic divi-
sions and political preferences granted according to ethnic identity
coincided with territorial divisions, ethnic preferences and identity
politics were reinforced by the representation of producer associa-
tions in the Federal Assembly.

Second, producers’ territorial dependence in representative in-
stitutions was reinforced by economic dependence on republican
authorities. Recall that in the 1965 economic reform, all social invest-
ment funds, previously allocated to the enterprises directly from the
central government, were transferred to communal banks.94 As a
result, “extremely close” relationships developed among politicians,
banks, and enterprises. As economic conditions declined and firms
increasingly needed subsidies to stay afloat, their appeals to repub-
lican political authorities for favors multiplied. Local or republic
governments would either aid the firms directly or, if they lacked the
resources, would pressure the national government for more.95

With enterprises increasingly dependent on regional authori-
ties, socioeconomic issues that could have transcended republican
boundaries were increasingly translated into the long-standing cen-
ter-region conflict. The more successful enterprises were concen-
trated in the more advanced republics of Croatia and Slovenia, and
from the early 1960s onward, they increasingly found central gov-
ernment regulation constraining. They thus entered into informal
coalitions with republican authorities to push for a decrease in fed-
eral control over their activities. On the other side were the central-
izers, an informal coalition of politicians from the less developed
republics, regions, and firms dependent on political subsidies and
favoritism.96 Although the decentralizers triumphed in the 1965 eco-
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nomic reform, the patron-client relationships that lined up on either
side of the conflict continued.

These relationships and the economic commitments they fos-
tered resulted in the virtual absence of pan-Yugoslav economic inte-
gration at the firm level and a total lack of interrepublican
investment and joint venture projects. The result was a dearth of
countervailing pressures to diffuse the center-region conflict. A 1962
integration campaign had failed to produce any mergers across re-
public boundaries. As we saw above, interrepublican trade had
dropped sharply by the late 1970s and never recovered. Indeed by
the end of the 1970s, the Yugoslav market had disintegrated into
eight separate mercantilist economies.97

Finally, by the 1980s, although occupation and resulting status
differentials had the potential to create cleavages that crossed repub-
lican lines, the worsening economic situation and the subsequent
collapse of the social welfare system led to a rise in the use of pa-
tronage networks, quotas, and cultural and ethnic bonds as the cen-
tral mechanism by which scarce resources were allocated.
Woodward writes that “in those poorer communities where job cuts
were most severe and federal government subsidies and employ-
ment had been critical to the local economy, the employment require-
ment of proportionality and parity among national groups made
ethnicity more salient rather than less.”98 In sum, at the elite level
economic competition was subsumed in center-republic conflict, and
for the public at large, economic decline and crisis fed ethnic resent-
ments.

THE COLLAPSE OF IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICTS AND CENTER-REGION DISPUTES
INTO NATIONALIST RIVALRIES

As we have seen, before the 1960s the central ideological dis-
pute at the elite party level had emerged between the conservatives
and liberal reformers. However, this division dissolved when liber-
als in Croatia allied with nationalists there to increase their political
leverage against conservative forces. To gain the popular support of
those who sympathized with nationalists, liberal reformers in the
party began to issue increasingly vocal complaints about Croatia’s
disadvantaged position in an “unfair” federal system. They began
to call for an end to economic exploitation by Belgrade, reform of the
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banking and foreign currency systems, curbs on the wealth of Ser-
bia’s export-import firms, and the redistribution of former federal
assets that had been taken by Serbia after the reform. As a result, the
liberal-nationalist coalition turned the initial liberal-conservative de-
bate into a centralizing-decentralizing debate at the federal level.

In Croatia the liberal-nationalist alliance terrified the Serb mi-
nority and frightened potential liberal allies in other regions. Thus
isolated, Croatia’s leadership relied on popular support and the in-
creasingly bold alliance with nationalists within Croatia, further
heightening tensions between Croats and Serbs both inside and out-
side the republic. Then in 1971 the liberalizers found that they could
not end a strike at Zagreb University, organized by a militant group
that they themselves had encouraged.99 Tito called in the JNA to
quell the demonstration and, more important, to suppress the lib-
eral-nationalist coalition. With backing from the JNA, Tito purged
the party in Croatia of both its nationalist and liberalizing elements,
leaving more conservative centralizers firmly in power.100

The “demonstration effect” then took hold. Liberalizing ten-
dencies in the party had emerged throughout Yugoslavia, especially
in Serbia.101 But the Croatian crisis suggested that an expansion of
liberalism could open the door to nationalism. Thus in 1972 and 1973
liberals were removed from party leadership in all of the republics.
By eliminating the liberal opposition in this way, the party ensured
that in the case of its own demise, there would be no civil society to
absorb the shocks of a transition.

While political liberalism had been crushed, economic liberals
took sides in a fierce debate among the liberal reformers, ideological
conservatives, and confederationists. The liberal reformers and de-
fenders of a market economy were located primarily in the Serbian
party. They argued for a unified Yugoslav market and the removal
of economic barriers among Yugoslavia’s republics. Liberalizers
were supported by IMF officials, who had stipulated a strengthening
of federal institutions to unify Yugoslavia’s market. Confederalists,
represented primarily by elites in Slovenia, Croatia, and Vojvodina,
argued against the unification of the Yugoslav market; such unifica-
tion would curtail the expansion of their own political autonomy
and local power base. With their opposition to a market economy,
they found unwitting allies in the ideological conservatives.
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While always overlapping, ideological debates thus began to
merge with conflicts between the center and the regions. Specific
disputes between the centralizers and decentralizers took on new
meaning; the centralizers—found mostly in Serbia and particularly
in the Belgrade party—argued against the fragmentation of the na-
tional market and for the institutionalization of market mechanisms
throughout Yugoslavia. The decentralizers—found primarily in
Croatia, Slovenia, and Vojvodina—argued for the increasing use of
self-management agreements on an enterprise (and thus a regional)
basis in lieu of the market. Their rationale was that market mecha-
nisms would constrain the decision-making rights of self-managed
firms. By the end of the 1970s these center-region controversies be-
gan to be couched in veiled terms of national rivalries.102 In particu-
lar, anti-Serb rhetoric permeated the arguments of the decentralizers.
But national rivalries would not break out in the open until Serb
elites lost their loyalty to the center.

Indeed the Serbian party had always been on the side of the
centralizers, in coalition with the poorer republics seeking subsidies
from the federal government. But after the status of Kosovo and
Vojvodina changed in the 1974 constitution, elites in both autono-
mous provinces argued on the side of the decentralizers, and Serb
elites saw fewer reasons to remain loyal to the central Yugoslav gov-
ernment. By the late 1970s it appeared that the central state had
ceased to serve the interests of Serb elites. With representatives in
federal, republic, and party bodies from the national minority
groups, both Kosovo and Vojvodina had the legal power to change
the Serbian constitution and often voted against Serb preferences.103

This was to be the final blow to the center-region controversy.
As we shall see below, Serb elites began to retreat from their support
for federal institutions and openly encourage ethnic preferences for
Serbs in response to Albanian discrimination against Serbs in
Kosovo. Respect for minority rights was abandoned. At the federal
level, Serb politicians began preparations to abolish the autonomous
status of Vojvodina and Kosovo. Because of the increasing strength
of republican party organizations, this move was entirely legal and
politically possible. If the eight-man federal presidency were left in
place after autonomy was abolished, Serbia would directly control
three out of the eight votes. Other politicians would find this unac-
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ceptable, and they too would abandon federal institutions and re-
treat fully into republican sovereignty.104

In sum, by stealing all political loyalty from the center, frag-
menting the organizations that propped up central authority, and
providing local political entrepreneurs with resources and deepen-
ing ethnic resentments both among elites and in society at large, the
institutions of ethnofederalism set the stage for identity politics to
be played out in Yugoslavia. As we shall see in the following section,
where ethnofederalism had been most entrenched, identity politics
would be most vociferous. Where ethnofederal institutions were not
well established, the destructive tendencies of identity politics did
not take root.

THE DECISION TO PLAY THE ETHNIC CARD: SUCCESS AND FAILURE

The legacy of ethnofederalism in Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia
provided three incentives for ethnic bandwagoning and balancing to
take hold and for regional politicians to play the ethnic card in their
bid for political power. The first and most important effect was the
demise of central power, which wiped out federal protection for
national and minority rights and led to domination and discrimina-
tion of minority groups wherever one ethnic group enjoyed a major-
ity. Domination and discrimination in one area prompted
countermeasures in another, encouraging the escalation of open eth-
nic discrimination and violence. This in turn provided incentives for
local politicians to exploit ethnic resentments for their own political
advantage. Where the legacy of ethnofederalism was strongest, na-
tionalist parties won the first “free” elections in federal Yugoslavia,
held in 1990. Where they dominated republican governments, they
created exclusive institutions and prevented losing ethnic groups
from obtaining citizenship rights in their state, thus encouraging
more secessionist violence.

Ethnofederalism’s second effect was to prevent the formation
of political coalitions across ideological lines that could reverse this
trend. It thus prevented the “pacted” and peaceful transition to de-
mocracy that had taken place in Latin America and Southern
Europe.105 Third, by preventing political coalitions across regional
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lines, the legacy of ethnofederalism blocked liberal politicians from
obtaining positions of power. To counter nationalist political forces,
liberals needed pan-Yugoslav coalitions that regional fragmentation
prevented. Given the absence of loyalty to the center, the absence of
incentives for ideological and regional coalitions, and the presence
of ethnic resentments spurred by institutions of accountability and
representation, the dominance of identity politics and its escalation
to violence in Croatia and Bosnia were assured.

BANDWAGONING AND BALANCING

The first move in the slippery slope toward ethnic violence was
taken in Kosovo. Smoldering beneath the surface there—and encour-
aged by increasing autonomy—had been a radical Albanian move
for republican status or even secession. Ethnic violence began to
escalate as Albanians assaulted Serbs and vandalized their property.
In 1981 riots broke out in Priština University in which Albanian
students called for more autonomy; the JNA was called to intervene.
Legal rights were weakened as Albanian officials hesitated to charge
Albanians with hate crimes.106 Serbs and Montenegrins began to
leave Kosovo by the thousands.

As Serbs continued to emigrate from Kosovo, economic hard-
ship within Serbia deepened—partly as a result of the pressures of
immigration. The immigration crisis, combined with the restriction
of Serbia’s influence at the federal level by Kosovo and Vojvodina,
pushed Serb elites to assert republican power over federal law and
institutions. To halt immigration, the Serbian LCY implemented a
series of affirmative discrimination measures favoring Serbs who
stayed in Kosovo. It provided automatic admission of Serb students
to Priština University, regardless of their qualifications. It prohibited
the sale of land and buildings by Serbs and Montenegrins to Albani-
ans. It promised jobs, housing, and schooling for Serbs and Montene-
grins returning to Kosovo, and it built factories for Serb workers.107

The Kosovo crisis was interpreted in terms of ethnic discrimi-
nation and privilege in the public debate; this interpretation opened
the door for ethnic nationalist sentiments to be freely expressed. As
is now well documented in all of the literature on the Yugoslav col-
lapse, Slobodan MiloševiŒ—then head of the Serbian LCY—took up
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the appeals for help from Serbs in Kosovo and supported them in
order to enhance his own popularity. With a push from MiloševiŒ,
the ethnic nationalist bandwagon began to roll: the demonstrations
to protest Albanian discrimination against Serbs in Kosovo began
with small groups of protesters from Kosovo but expanded to
crowds numbering from 10,000 to as many as one million. Silber and
Little report that MiloševiŒ’s staff set up a company to provide the
transportation and organize protests, bussing workers in from pro-
vincial factories to attend meetings and providing them with free
food and drink.108 With these incentives, the bandwagon quickly
filled. MiloševiŒ used the Kosovo crisis and his growing popular
support to stage an inner-party coup, replacing with his own party
faction those liberals who had avoided taking a hard line against the
Kosovo Albanians.109 The party thus began to support a Serb nation-
alist policy. By the summer of 1990 the Serbian government had
dissolved the Kosovo assembly and purged Albanians in govern-
ment posts. It then reduced the status of the two autonomous prov-
inces to “little more than municipalities.”110

With the open expression of nationalism now politically accept-
able in Serbia and with the federal pillars of Yugoslav integration
crumbling, the costs of using provocative nationalist rhetoric and
engaging in ethnic violence were lowered throughout the Yugoslav
republics. Extremist appeals crowded out moderate political plat-
forms. Voters did not give ethnic entrepreneurs majorities in multi-
party elections, but electoral rules combined with the political
machines created under ethnofederalism and with incentives to
bandwagon and balance at the elite level as more nationalist parties
captured political space to escalate exclusive nationalist conflicts.

Slovenia was the first republic to hold multiparty elections in
April 1990. The DEMOS, an anti-Communist six-party coalition,
won 53 percent of the vote and took control of the parliament. Milan
Kuœan, the former Communist leader, won the presidential race.111

To balance what he saw as overwhelming Serb power at the federal
level, Kuœan had supported Albanian autonomy, publicly linking
Albanian civil rights with the constitutional principle of territorial
sovereignty and the right of secession. He portrayed Serbia as the
enemy of Slovene democracy, as witnessed by its repression of Al-
banian rights, clearly heightening tensions between Serbia and
Slovenia.112

240  Beverly Crawford



Croatia was the next to hold multiparty elections. On 22 April
1990 the nationalist Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) won the most
votes in a majoritarian election and controlled two-thirds of the seats
in the parliament. The electoral system underrepresented minorities
and produced a legislative majority from a mere plurality of votes.
The representation of minority parties, opinions, cleavages, and eth-
nic groups was thus artificially diminished. With only 41.5 percent
of the vote, the HDZ got 58 percent of the seats in parliament. The
single-member constituency electoral system further ensured that
small parties were weeded out of any position of power or influ-
ence.113

The parliamentary majority of the HDZ permitted Croatia’s
new president, Franjo Tudjman, to refuse minority rights to the
600,000-strong Serb population in Croatia, and the first constitution
violated the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe
(CSCE) principles on minority rights.114 Serbs were expelled from
jobs because of their nationality. In Dalmatia, Croat gangs, often
aided by the police, firebombed homes, smashed storefronts, and
arrested Serb leaders. Croatian Serbs responded by demanding their
civil and nationality rights. These demands fell on deaf ears; the
federal government was now too weak to protect them. They thus
held an autonomy referendum and built roadblocks around their
areas to prevent Croatian interference.115 Croats living in mixed areas
where Serbs began to mobilize saw this as MiloševiŒ’s hand stretch-
ing into Croatia.116 For Serbs in Croatia, these events gave credibility
to the rising tone of nationalist rhetoric in Serbia. Local Serb leaders
demanded that Serb-dominated territory be taken out of Croatia.117

Autonomy demands escalated to violence.
Bosnia-Herzegovina was the last republic to hold multiparty

elections in December. On the surface it appeared that the elections
would bring a successful multiethnic government to power. Al-
though the three nationalist parties won the most votes, each from
their own national group, none of the nationalist platforms was bel-
ligerent or aggressive. Although the Muslim party, the SDA, was
represented by Islamic symbolism, its platform was a pluralist one.
The Serbian party, the SDS, led by Radovan Karad§iŒ, campaigned
on a nationalist platform calling for the defense of Serb rights. But
the party’s campaign did not call for the division of Bosnia. Thus
those who voted for the SDA and the SDS were not voting for parti-
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tion and war. Furthermore, unlike Croatia, Bosnia’s electoral rules
followed the system of proportional representation. The system pro-
vided a close proportion of seats to votes, so that no one political
party was underrepresented. Muslims gained ninety-nine seats in
the assembly, Croats gained forty-nine, and Serbs from the SDS and
other parties gained eighty-five. These seats closely represented the
percentages of the vote gained by each party. IzetbegoviŒ formed a
grand coalition among the three major parties, and government
posts were divided among them.

This coalition, however, turned out to be a coalition of conven-
ience in that it was created merely to form a government and not to
achieve lasting accommodation, moderation, and compromise
among the three dominant national groups.118 It quickly fell apart as
Serbs began to declare large parts of the country “autonomous re-
gions,” and SDS members of the republican presidency began to
boycott presidency meetings. By October 1991 the SDS had left the
assembly, which then promptly voted for Bosnian sovereignty. Sev-
eral days later Karad§iŒ set up a Serb Federal Assembly in Banja
Luka. When a referendum was held on Bosnian independence,
Karad§iŒ’s SDS boycotted the election. On 26 April 1991 the Serbs of
Bosnian Krajina created a separate assembly. Less than a year later,
Serbs, Croats, and Muslims in Bosnia were at war.

Why did this happen? The Bosnian electoral system and gov-
ernment contained the key features of proportional representation
and power-sharing that elsewhere have brought stable multiethnic
governments to power in other divided societies.119 The system of
proportional representation with very close proportionality was con-
structed to be fair to all constituent groups. It encouraged a prolif-
eration of political parties so that all interests could be represented.
Indeed forty-one parties, including the LCY, socialists, and Marko-
viŒ’s Alliance of Reformist Forces, took part in the electoral compe-
tition.

Part of the explanation for the political breakdown can be
traced to the timing of the Bosnian election and the ethnic alliances
that had formed between Serb nationalist political elites in Bosnia
and Serbia and Croat nationalist elites in Bosnia and Croatia. Bosnia
was a latecomer, the last republic to hold elections, and nationalist
parties had formed and won elections throughout Yugoslavia. Ethnic
tensions had escalated in Croatia, lowering the cost of jumping on
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ethnic bandwagons in other republics. Nationalists were firmly in
power in Serbia and Croatia. The success of Croat and Serb nation-
alists in their titular republics induced Bosnian politicians to pursue
exclusive ethnic or religious nationalist strategies with the aid of
their ethnic “brethren.” Bosnian Muslims had been granted the
status of nation and thus believed they were justified in holding
power as a nation. Indeed as IzetbegoviŒ noted, political parties
would be doomed if they did not provide a nationalist agenda. When
ideological and pan-Yugoslav bandwagons were constructed, the
ethnic bandwagons had already filled and there were few left to
support the alternatives. Although other parties won thirty-two
seats in the Bosnian assembly, the three nationalist parties gained
votes almost directly proportional to individuals’ choices of national
identity in the 1981 census.120 As noted above, the broader public did
not support violent nationalist aims. But ethnofederalism had pro-
vided them with few alternatives to the ethnic nationalist parties,
and these parties had crowded out other options.

Furthermore, ethnic alliances had formed across republican
borders, bringing material and symbolic resources to the Serb and
Croat parties. Malcolm reports that MiloševiŒ had arranged to de-
liver arms from Serbia to the Bosnian Serbs; Prime Minister Ante
MarkoviŒ released a tape recording of a conversation between
MiloševiŒ and Karad§iŒ confirming arms shipments. Karad§iŒ re-
ported to a British journalist that he and MiloševiŒ spoke on the
phone several times a week.121 Woodward reports that the most ac-
tive wing of Croatia’s HDZ was the western Herzegovina branch
from Bosnia. Indeed in 1990 Croats in this area were granted dual
citizenship with the right to vote in Croatian elections.122

In short, ethnofederalism had prepared the way for these band-
wagoning effects to induce political entrepreneurs to play the ethnic
card. Slovenia and Croatia had long been the strongest advocates of
decentralization and republican autonomy. By the 1990 elections,
political and economic resources were in the hands of their regional
and exclusive nationalist politicians. Serbia had long been a sup-
porter of centralization but was pressured by new accountability
rules in the 1974 constitution to relinquish political control over its
territory. This intensified ethnofederalism induced Serb politicians
to drop their support of the federal government and take control of
territories populated by majority nationalities. Where other titular
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nationalities were making exclusive claims to territory, Bosnian Mus-
lims also began to make territorial claims. The bandwagoning effect
of exclusive national claims to territory reduced incentives for pan-
Yugoslav coalitions and increased incentives for an escalation to vio-
lence.

THE ABSENCE OF IDEOLOGICAL AND REGIONAL COALITIONS

The exclusivity of nationalist parties in power prevented sig-
nificant political coalitions across ideological and regional lines.
With the rise of nationalism, claims on resources and territory were
increasingly based on ethnicity and religion, and they were often
incompatible. Ethnic discrimination and repression was so wide-
spread that a spiral of mistrust emerged in the highest levels of
government. In particular, MiloševiŒ’s nationalist rhetoric was per-
ceived by Croats and Slovenes as aggression against them.

Certainly there were explicit tradeoffs among elites at the fed-
eral level, but they entailed no compromises that would injure re-
publican power and autonomy. Each tradeoff furthered national
goals. For example, in his effort to end the autonomy of Kosovo and
Vojvodina, MiloševiŒ made a deal with Slovenia’s Kuœan in the LCY
Central Committee that he would approve all of Slovenia’s amend-
ments to the federal constitution if Slovenia would approve the
changes that Serbia wanted with regard to Kosovo.

Woodward argues that although much of the population in Ser-
bia favored political liberalization, liberal politicians could not
counter nationalist opposition alone.123 To further a liberal political
program, they would have to gain support from liberals in other
republics, particularly Croatia and Slovenia, where economic inter-
ests in Western-oriented liberal policies were most substantial. Re-
call, however, that liberals in those republics were strongly
antifederalist, increasingly nationalist, and mistrusting of Serbs.

With bandwagoning and balancing effects in full swing; with
nationalist parties backed by ethnic machines in power in Serbia,
Croatia, and Bosnia; and with strong secessionist impulses in
Slovenia, chances of coalitions that had historically bridged ethnic
and religious differences were nil. The important exception to this
process in 1990 and 1991 was Macedonia. There ethnofederalism had
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not provided particular ethnic groups with territorial autonomy.
Ethnic entrepreneurs did not have enough resources to successfully
play the ethnic card. Proportional representation brought a coalition
government to power willing to compromise. That government un-
dermined the political power of ethnic nationalist elites and con-
structed inclusive rather than exclusive political institutions. It is to
a brief description of this exceptional case that the discussion now
turns.

MACEDONIA AS THE EXCEPTION

By all important indicators, Macedonia, like Croatia and Bos-
nia, should have erupted in ethnic violence. Of course the Serb and
Croat population in Macedonia was small, and Macedonia was
much less important in Serb nationalist mythology than Kosovo. But
the Albanian minority there had long suffered institutional and so-
cial discrimination. In 1989, following Serbia’s lead, Macedonia
eliminated all the clauses from the republican constitution that pro-
tected Albanian and Turkish minorities. Cultural autonomy had
never been granted for Albanians, and Albanians were effectively
barred from government employment.124 The VMRO, the radical na-
tionalist party, received the most votes of any party in the 1990 elec-
tion (although, like the HDZ, it did not receive a majority). Like
Bosnia, Macedonia held elections late in the year, after ethnic nation-
alist parties had formed in other republics.

Why then did Macedonia not follow the lead of Croatia and
Bosnia and erupt in ethnic violence? The lessons of this study pro-
vide a partial answer. First, as one of the most underdeveloped re-
publics, Macedonia’s political elite had always supported a strong
central government and had no reason to stop its support. Growing
ethnofederalism that had benefited the richer republics by providing
them with autonomy and relieved them of transfer payments to the
poorer regions had only harmed Macedonia. Macedonia’s leaders
had been schooled in a long tradition of political compromise to
maintain the center, and Communist-era leaders held centrist views
for which they were renowned after communism fell.125 Gligorov
had even joined with Bosnia’s IzetbegoviŒ to present the idea of a
loose federation that would save Yugoslavia.
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But a history of commitment to the federal center was not
enough to prevent the outbreak of violence. Indeed Bosnia’s political
role in the federation was that of a supporter of central institutions.
A political structure that provided incentives for compromise was
also required to prevent a bellicose and strident nationalist agenda
from dominating politics. In addition to having a strong commit-
ment to the center, Macedonia’s 1990 electoral rules, like Bosnia’s,
provided for proportional representation. The December 1990 elec-
tions witnessed the emergence of twenty parties for electoral com-
petition, with six of them entering parliament. With 32 percent of the
vote and a similar percentage of seats, the VMRO was the strongest
party but could not form a government alone. Its exclusivist claims
prevented it from entering into political coalitions. Instead Albanian
party leaders joined with the centrists and former communists to
exclude the VMRO from government. The government then con-
structed a constitution that granted all ethnic groups full citizenship
rights.126 The new president, Kiro Gligorov, a former leading Com-
munist, made no irredentist claims vis-à-vis neighboring Greece,
although he reluctantly supported Macedonian autonomy.127 No al-
liances were created between Macedonian parties and ethnic nation-
alist parties in Serbia and Croatia.

This brief comparison is only suggestive. But what it suggests
is that cultural conflict was muted in Macedonia because ethnofed-
eralism there was weak and thus coalitions could form. Ethnofeder-
alism was weak for two reasons. First, the Albanian minority did not
identify as “Muslim” when Muslims were elevated to the status of
nation. Pressure for that enhanced status had come exclusively from
the Bosnian Muslims; Albanians clung to their original status as a
nationality. The 1961 census allowed people to call themselves “Mus-
lim in the ethnic sense,” but the Albanian minority was already “Al-
banian in the ethnic sense.” This meaning carried over into the 1971
census as well, even though the phrase “in the ethnic sense” was
dropped. Second, the Albanian minority never received its own ter-
ritory like it did in Kosovo. Thus there was no historical legitimacy
to a territorial claim that could incite a backlash on the part of other
groups and ignite the escalation effects of identity politics.

Under the condition of this weak ethnofederal legacy, the elec-
toral system was able to encourage coalitions and prevent the ex-
treme nationalist party from coming to power. Like the HDZ in
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Croatia, the VMRO had gained a plurality of the votes. But unlike in
Croatia, proportional representation prevented the conversion of
this electoral plurality to a parliamentary majority. It thus prevented
the VMRO from forming a government. And because ethnofederal-
ism was weak, a coalition that induced moderation, accommodation,
and compromise could form.

Certainly undercurrents of conflict persist. The Albanian mi-
nority is growing; some analysts argue that Albanians comprise 40
percent of the population, and Macedonian nationalists perceive Al-
banian population growth as a political threat.128 Albanian radicals
threaten violence if minority rights are not reinstated.129 An assassi-
nation attempt on Gligorov in October 1995 left him seriously in-
jured, tragically ending his political career. Without Gligorov’s
political strength and consistent pursuit of moderate policies, the
future is uncertain. Since 1992 potential conflict has been prevented
by 400 U.S. troops in Macedonia under UN command.

Despite the uncertainties, the initial peaceful transition of
Macedonia to autonomy and to a fragile democracy reinforces the
central lesson of this essay: political institutions matter to the out-
break and prevention of cultural violence. Political institutions
shape the motivations of politicians who have the power to stir up
or attenuate ethnic resentments in the population at large. Even more
important, institutions shape political culture. In the former Yugo-
slavia, the West  should work to get the institutions right so that a
new political culture can grow there, one that exhibits cultural toler-
ance and respects cultural diversity. Only then can future cultural
conflicts be prevented. I conclude with an elaboration of this policy
prescription.

POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS

If the West is to have an influence on the future of the five new
states of the ex-Yugoslavia, a clear understanding of the roots of the
war there is essential. Policy prescriptions attempt to eradicate initial
causes and punish the perpetrators. If causal beliefs are faulty, poli-
cies will be flawed and ultimately ineffective. The predominance of
essentialist beliefs in the causes of this conflict initially led to policies
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of inaction on the part of the West. Early in the war, NATO docu-
ments suggested that the very primordial nature of “ethnic conflicts”
in Yugoslavia meant that war was inevitable in this region of mixed
populations and that war aims would be limited to the ethnic groups
involved.130 Throughout the conflict, this perception of the war’s
origins weakened any enthusiasm for either independent military
action or the initiation of collective security measures to halt the
conflict. A belief in instrumental accounts led some Western powers
to blame the conflict on one or the other of the warring parties and
then to pursue policies that sought to punish the perpetrator of “ag-
gression.” Germany’s belief in instrumental accounts that blamed
Serb aggression led to its support of Croatia. That support aggra-
vated the conflict and fueled its spread to Bosnia.131 International
explanations lead to policies that treat the perpetrators as victims
and avoid policies that would provide incentives for domestic actors
to take responsibility for avoiding conflict. In short, because all three
of the dominant schools of explanation for the war are flawed, they
have led to flawed and ineffective policies on the part of the West.

This essay has argued that political institutions are essential in
both fostering and attenuating cultural conflict. Sadly, however, the
Dayton accords produced political institutions in Bosnia that repli-
cated those features of the Yugoslav constitution that encouraged
ethnic rivalry and weakened the central government. Like Yugosla-
via, Bosnia is constructed as a “noncentralized federation,” com-
posed of two separate entities, the Republika Srpska and the
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, a federation of Bosnians and
Croats within the larger Federation of Bosnia. The constitution of the
Republika Srpska allows it to enter into an “association” with Serbia,
and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina can enter into an
association with Croatia. Bosnia is thus partitioned into ethnic re-
gions, and the Croats and Serbs each have powerful patrons.

The central government is constructed to be weak and ineffec-
tive. It takes many of its institutional features from Tito’s Yugoslavia
and the 1974 constitution. The constitution provides for a parliamen-
tary assembly constructed of two houses, a House of Representatives
and a House of Peoples, similar to the Chamber of Nationalities.132

All decisions in each chamber are made by a majority of those pre-
sent and voting. Robert Hayden argues that constitutional provi-
sions make it possible for Croat and Muslim members of the House
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of Representatives to assemble without the Serb members, declare
themselves a quorum, and pass valid legislation. The constitution
further specifies, however, that in the House of Peoples a quorum
consists of nine members and must include three Serbs, three Mus-
lims, and three Croats. No legislation can be passed if one group
boycotts the House of Peoples. This means that legislation can be
blocked by absenteeism. Like the federal presidency created in the
1974 constitution, the Bosnian presidency consists of three members,
a Serb, a Croat, and a Muslim, with a rotating chair.

If the argument of this essay holds, then Western policy should
be directed toward the construction of more viable institutions than
those that have been constructed in Bosnia. The story told here warns
that federal systems in multiethnic states must create a strong center
if they are to survive. They must be strong enough to protect and
maintain the rule of law and civil and political rights, and their
governments must be committed to those rights. Institutions of the
presidency and parliament must be constructed so that stalemates
do not repeatedly occur and in which only negative majorities—able
to veto decisions but unable to take positive action—do not domi-
nate.

Strong federations can be created that do not fragment political
life. Alternative institutional channels can be constructed to ensure
that social cleavages will be cross-cutting and not reinforcing. The
institution of market rationality can reduce the influence of patron-
age networks. Institutions can be created that both depoliticize and
respect cultural identity. These kinds of institutions must form the
basis of the post-Yugoslav states if the incentives for intercultural
cooperation are to outweigh the incentives for cultural conflict.
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THE TALE OF TWO RESORTS: ABKHAZIA AND AJARIA
BEFORE AND SINCE THE SOVIET COLLAPSE

Georgi M. Derluguian

INTRODUCTION

My intent here is to focus on two of the many instances of
“ethnic” war and peace currently in progress throughout the Cau-
casus.1 The two, in the former Autonomous Soviet Socialist Repub-
lics of Abkhazia and Ajaria, which are both now technically within
the Republic of Georgia, seemed to best illustrate events in the boil-
ing cauldron of Caucasian politics. The two places are nearly iden-
tical: they are “resorts,” characterized by a Mafia-permeated society,
with similar histories of Islamization, Russian conquest, and auton-
omy in association with the former Georgian SSR. Paradoxically the
current state of affairs in each seems to differ significantly. Abkhazia
has been at war with Georgia, a war characterized by rabid nation-
alism, ethnic cleansing, and the widespread involvement of merce-
naries. The conflict in Abkhazia seemed to confirm current expert
opinion: the federal structures of the Communist period invariably,
and often bloodily, would break up in the course of post-Communist
transitions (VujaœiŒ and Zaslavsky 1991). Yet at the same time that
conflict was splashed across the pages of the Western media, Ajaria
remained almost defiantly peaceful. Both its leadership and appar-
ently the vast majority of its population remained loyal to the ideal
of a federal Georgian state. Ajaria appears to parallel the politics in
some more “pro-federal” ethnic autonomous regions of Russia. Ab-
khazia and Ajaria thus represent the extremes of the spectrum of
ethnic relations even as they display many similarities.

I will investigate the reasons for this difference. At the heart of
my argument is the claim that while the Soviet state initially shored
up Abkhazian political power in order to create an ally against op-
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posing political forces in Georgia, it suppressed early moves toward
Ajarian autonomy, permitting Georgia to pursue assimilationist poli-
cies there. Moscow thus largely created the political relevance of Ab-
khazian cultural identity, while simultaneously preventing Ajarian
cultural identity from becoming politically relevant. I argue that those
institutions that politicized cultural identity and the privileges and
discrimination bound up with those institutions created tensions with
Georgia which later escalated to violent conflict. And it is the absence
of those factors that prevented similar tensions from festering in
Ajaria.

To be sure, Ajaris had fewer cultural distinctions to politicize;
they spoke Georgian and, aside from their adoption of Islam, saw
themselves as culturally Georgian. Abkhazes, on the other hand,
spoke a different, though closely related language, and long saw
themselves as culturally distinct from Georgians. Nonetheless, de-
spite cultural similarities, Ajarian elites fought for territorial auton-
omy from Georgia—focusing on religious differences—but were
unable to attain it. In contrast, in an effort to bolster Bolshevik con-
trol in the region, in the face of a potentially renegade Georgian elite,
Moscow permitted a loyal Abkhazia to exist as an autonomous re-
public equal in status to Georgia. This status significantly enhanced
the autonomy and power of Abkhazian elites. This comparative case
study, then, supports the argument that Philip Roeder makes more
generally for the Soviet successor states in this volume. As he argues,
and as the two cases here suggest, the Bolsheviks were committed
to the political recognition of language-based, not religion-based,
cultural groups within the federal state. Abkhazes were thus given
the status of titular nationality, while Ajaris were denied that status.
This distinction made all the difference to the odds of violent conflict
when the Soviet Union collapsed.

For a long period, the powerful alliance between the Abkhazian
and Moscow elites brought relative social and political stability, and
what Roeder calls an “ethnic machine” was created, giving Abkhaz-
ian elites disproportionate power and resources, which they doled
out to their ethnic clients in exchange for support. But in the late
1980s, glasnost deeply eroded ethnofederal institutions, and Geor-
gians used their new-found freedom of speech to launch a campaign
for confrontation with the central Abkhazian and Soviet authorities.
Abkhazian elites, with the central authorities on their side, raised the
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stakes by launching a campaign for Abkhazia’s secession from Geor-
gia.

With the Soviet collapse, however, Abkhazian elites lost their
patrons in Moscow and Georgia was unconstrained in its effort to
control Abkhazia; in 1992 Georgian tanks invaded Sukhumi, the Ab-
khazian capital. A war broke out, and by 1993 between 25,000 and
30,000 people had died. Indeed a large “ethnic cleansing” left Abk-
hazia deserted and destroyed. More than half of the prewar popula-
tion had become refugees.

As noted, Ajaris, in contrast, had not attained the status of a
titular notionality. Furthermore, Georgian was the official language in
Ajaria, and Ajaris identified politically as Georgians. No ethnic pa-
tronage networks flourished. Thus with the Soviet collapse, few in-
centives and few affective or material resources existed for Ajarian
political entrepreneurs to attempt secession with the collapse of cen-
tral authority. There was no significant rise in political Islam in Ajaria,
and the region peacefully attained a large measure of autonomy within
Georgia.

In the pages that follow, I flesh out this argument with a de-
scriptive “tale” of the two  resorts. I begin with a discussion of Ab-
khazia, tracing the cultural differences between the Abkhazes and
the Georgians, the reasons for Moscow’s decision to make those cul-
tural differences politically relevant, and some causes of tension be-
tween the Abkhazian and Georgian elites. I then trace the events that
led to increasingly open political tensions between these elites and
the escalation of those tensions to violence as the Soviet state weak-
ened and then collapsed. Next, I turn to a discussion of Ajaria, the
reasons for Georgia’s permission from Moscow to pursue assimila-
tionist policies, and the policies themselves. I discuss the brief rebel-
lion in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse and explain why violence
was avoided. In the final section I compare the two cases analytically
and conclude that in these cases “ethnicity” is not the cause of ethnic
conflict. If we can generalize from this account, we must look to
instrumental explanations of “ethnic” conflict, explore how cultural
differences become politically relevant, and examine how politicized
cultural differences lead to social tensions and to violence.
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ABKHAZIA

Any Old World nationalism legitimates itself, first and fore-
most, through its claims to primordiality, antiquity, and therefore
its superior rights to the “land.” From this perspective, the Ab-
khazes are well within their rights to their claims of cultural unique-
ness. Even the most vociferous of Georgian polemicists rarely dare
to deny that Strabo’s Abazgi were the direct ancestors of today’s
Abkhazes (Inal-Ipa 1965: 107–19). Problems arise, however, when
historians assume the ungratifying but much more important task
of determining the exact ethnic culture (that is, allegiance) of the
medieval Abkhazian princes, who, while occasionally ruling on
their own, were more often tributaries to various Georgian king-
doms, as well as the Byzantine and Ottoman empires. The dynastic
name of the Abkhazian potentates, who can be traced at least as far
back as the twelfth century, was Shervashidze. This is quite clearly
a Georgian form, although it is derived from the Shirvan-shahs, a
Persian dynasty of medieval Caspian Azerbaijan. To this genealogy,
modern Abkhazes offer a counterargument: the Shervashidzes had
another, purely Abkhazian clan name, Cháchba, and therefore they
must be considered a local dynasty that had invented a mythologi-
cal foreign ancestry, certainly not an unusual thing in feudal gene-
alogies (Anchabadze 1976: 62–64).

Still the Shervashidze princes were Georgian in their palace
culture and political leanings until the late seventeenth century,
when they and the subjects of their realm were converted to Islam
by the Ottomans. These conversions were, however, very superficial
and reversible; during the nineteenth century, various Shervashidzes
shifted back and forth across the religious divide, as the Russians
and Georgians struggled with the Ottomans and their North Cauca-
sian mountaineer allies. Eventually Georgian Orthodox priests
launched a missionary movement to reconvert the Abkhazes, who
had “strayed from the fold.”2 This religious zeal was soon trans-
formed into a secular Georgian nationalist effort to bring the Ab-
khazes back into the embrace of the Georgian nation.

The Abkhazian language—related to the Georgian roughly as
Breton is to French or Gaelic is to English—was not considered a
problem inasmuch as the mother tongues of most Georgians are
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mutually unintelligible regional dialects. But Abkhazian did not be-
come a Georgian patois for an obvious reason: there was another
dominant language—namely, Russian. Although there are reasons to
suspect that Georgian is more widely known than most Abkhazes
would normally admit—especially in the rural areas of ethnic con-
tact—Russian undoubtedly gained greater ground among them
throughout the twentieth century, as a reaction against Georgian
attempts to assimilate them (Anchabadze 1976: 126–27).

Kinship patterns, however, clearly distinguish the Abkhazes
culturally from Georgians. Anthropologists are often fascinated by
the “primeval” relic forms of kinship and associated custom-based
complexes still found among the Abhazes. Indeed within this small
nationality, virtually everyone is related, and the Abkhazes find it
easy to establish their genealogical connections through delightful
and picturesque ritual conversations, normally conducted over a
well-set table.3 Most Georgians, on the other hand, establish their
identity not through kinship clans and village communities, but
rather through their historical provinces related to the dialects and
principalities of medieval Georgia. No expert in Caucasian affairs
would fail to mention this as an important difference. But cultural
differences were certainly not as central to an explanation of the
tension between the Abkhazes and the Georgians as the relationship
between the Abkhazian elite and those in power in Moscow.

POLITICIZING CULTURAL IDENTITY

The existence of contemporary Abkhazia as a separate adminis-
trative unit with a proper ethnic identity is largely an outcome of the
historical events of 1917–21. Ironically the promotion of the Abkhazian
national cause was carried out by the internationalist Bolsheviks. In
1918, during their struggle against the Georgian Social Democratic
regime, local Bolsheviks under the leadership of an Abkhaz, Nestor
Lakoba, capitalized on agrarian disturbances and the emergence of
kiaraz, Abkhazian peasant self-defense militias, to demand autonomy
(Dzidzaria 1971; Lakoba 1987: 3–8). Georgian Social Democrats
granted this right to Abkhazia within the framework of a Georgian
Democratic Republic. In the 1920s the Bolsheviks made the same
allowances when, under Lakoba’s leadership, Abkhazia existed as a
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Soviet republic equal in status to Georgia while united with the latter
under the short-lived Transcaucasian Federation (Dzidzaria, ed. 1967:
174–75; Inal-Ipa 1965: 174–77). This status (although couched in typi-
cally ambiguous Soviet legal terms) was written into Abkhazia’s con-
stitution of 1925, whose unilateral restoration in the summer of 1992
became a pretext for the current war with Georgia. Thus with the 1925
constitution began the institutionalization of Abkhazian political iden-
tity. Two other factors—Moscow’s recognition of the Abkhazian lan-
guage as one separate from Georgian and its policy of preferential
treatment for Abkhazian peasants—both reinforced this separate po-
litical identity and created increasing tensions with Georgia.

In this respect, Nestor Lakoba looms large in Abkhazia’s for-
tunes under Bolshevism. One of the most important and active Bol-
shevik leaders in Transcaucasia and the Northern Caucasus during
and after the civil war, this political entrepreneur was virtually Ab-
khazia’s potentate until his mysterious death in 1936.4 In the critical
early years, Lakoba was powerful enough to resist the use of Geor-
gian as the official language in Abkhazia without being accused of
“national deviationism.” This was facilitated, of course, by the fact
that Stalin accused the Georgian Bolsheviks of this most mortal sin
in the Bolshevik demonology.5 In addition, with Lakoba’s maneuver-
ing, Abkhazia was collectivized very late—not until 1936, and in
some parts, as late as 1938. This meant that Abkhazian peasants were
spared the most grievous dislocations of forced collectivization,
while many of the Russian and Greek settler farmers in the area,
whose possession dated back to prerevolutionary times, were
stripped of property (“dekulakized”) and deported. Their lands
were then taken over by the state-organized settlers of the new kol-
khozi, moved there from Georgia proper.

The economic and demographic impacts on Abkhazia of this
Georgian immigration were long-lasting. The ethnic Abkhazian
population had already been decimated during the Russian conquest
of the Caucasus—the largest historical trauma in Abkhazian collec-
tive memory, which nonetheless failed to divert contemporary Abk-
hazian nationalists from being ardently pro-Russian. Whole districts
of Abkhazia were depopulated and resettled by the Russian Cauca-
sian command with supposedly more reliable and progressive
“Christian elements”: Armenians, Greeks, Georgians, even Estoni-
ans and Poles.6 Between 1840 and 1878 several waves of refugees
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(mahajeers) left what was becoming the Russian empire and settled
in what was then still the Ottoman Empire. And as with most of the
other North Caucasian mountaineers, since the “final pacification”
of Caucasia in 1864 and the ensuing exodus of the mahajeers, Ab-
khazes became a minority in their own land, settled in dispersed,
discontiguous areas. After the massive emigrations following the
abortive anti-Russian rebellions of 1866 and 1878, there remained
very few autochthonous Abkhazes in the vicinity of their adminis-
trative center of Sukhum(i).7 Thereafter, the Georgian population in
Abkhazia grew steadily, increasing from 37,000, or 28 percent of the
population, in 1914 to 240,000, or 45.7 percent, in 1989 (Anchabadze
1976: 89; Ezhegodnik 1991: 117). Proportionately ethnic Abkhazes lost
dramatically during the same period. Today there may be more Abk-
hazes living in Turkey, Syria, and Jordan than can be found in the
historical homeland. (Some Abkhazian nationalists, keen on boost-
ing their numbers, would say three to four times more.) As recently
as 1989 the “titular nationality” of the Autonomous Republic of Ab-
khazia hardly constituted 7 percent of the capital city’s population
(Anchabadze 1976: 140).

In sum, by 1945 the Abkhazes were a minority in Abkhazia but
had achieved the status of a titular nationality, and through the ef-
forts of Nestor Lakoba received all of the political benefits that that
status conferred. Tensions between the Abkhazes and Georgians be-
gan to intensify as the Abkhazian elite gained increasing privileges
and the Georgian population experienced increasing discrimination.
As we shall see, these tensions were also present throughout the
postwar period, increased during the period of glasnost, and esca-
lated to violent conflict when the Soviet Union collapsed. It is to a
description of this period that the discussion now turns.

GROWING IDENTITY POLITICS IN THE POSTWAR PERIOD

After 1945 the political economy of Abkhazia, like that of Ajaria,
was shaped by its unique geographic position in the USSR as a sub-
tropical seaside. At first glance, it would seem that economic abun-
dance muted the political relevance of cultural identity. Indeed
Abkhazia, like Ajaria, was blessed by its location. Its coastal strips
and mountain valleys became prosperous resorts, and it was virtu-
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ally a monopolistic producer of such universally prized products as
tobacco, wines, and tea. Moscow had to purchase these commodities
from the local collective farms and small factories at preferential
prices. This was true even when these products were diluted with
ordinary grass or water. The amount of dilution was always subject
to invisible bargaining and implicit understandings. In fact, the qual-
ity of the commodity was directly related to the social destination of
the final product. There was an informal yet relatively firm agree-
ment as to how much tap water and sugar could be contained in wine
sent to common shops in Russia, to local stores (where local honor
had to be upheld, within limits), and finally to those “special par-
ties,” where it was destined to be consumed by the nomenklatura
(after all, to present a visiting Moscow official with a case of diluted
Riesling would have been a faux pas par excellence).

In the aftermath of Stalinism, individual Russians (Ukrainians,
Tatars, Jews, or any of the other urban dwellers of the industrial
north) could afford even higher prices for the privately produced
exotic fruits (primarily tangerines) exported to northern bazaars.
The same urban workers and cadres eagerly swarmed to the Cauca-
sian Black Sea beaches—useless malarial swamps or calcinated dry-
lands until the mid-twentieth century—from Anapa in the north to
Batumi in the south. At its peak, Abkhazia, with a permanent popu-
lation of 500,000, was visited annually by more than two million
vacationers. The coastal strip emerged as one of the wealthiest spots
in the USSR, conspicuously displayed in its abundance of private
mansions and automobiles.

Even as the area was transformed into the Soviet Côte d’Azur,
the locals developed habits and survival techniques like in Corsica
and Sicily (or at least those of Isaac Babel’s Odessa). Seaside Geor-
gian towns, as well as the neighboring resorts in Russia, were trans-
formed into criminal meccas. Anecdotal evidence suggests that these
Mafia groups were quite powerful. Indicative of the criminalization
of the region is that in the early 1990s, out of some 700 recognized
“authorities” (avtoritet) of the Soviet gangster underworld, about 300
came from this region (MN, 9 May 1993).8

Urban Abkhazes were prominent in neither the tourist business
(i.e., offering private lodgings to “wild,” undocumented vacationers,
running cafes or discotheques, or acting as beach photographers or
private vendors, etc.) nor in organized crime. There was little need,
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inasmuch as positions in the police, managerial and party bureauc-
racies, and the intelligentsia provided sufficient legal and extralegal
means of compensation. Tourism could be left to the Armenians and
Greeks, as coal mining and power supply (concentrated respectively
in the enclaves of Tkvarcheli and Inguri) were left to immigrant
Russians and Ukrainians. This particular division of labor along eth-
nic lines was relatively comfortable to all sides and thus, in contrast
to the case of the Georgians, engendered little competition with the
Abkhazes. In the 1960s, when the system was booming and settling
into place, local Greek, Armenian, Russian, and Georgian racketeers,
accompanied by their teenaged groupies, occasionally waged fierce
gangster wars among themselves. This, however, rarely jeopardized
interethnic harmony. The social and political environment was very
stable, the economy was growing, and public opinion in those days
had little incentive to interpret a restaurant brawl or a cadaver
washed ashore as anything more than they really were.

Nonetheless, the Abkhazes (or rather their elites) felt insecure
in the face of an ever-growing Georgian population, backed by Tbi-
lisi, the Georgian capital. A lack of literacy in Georgian severely
limited upward mobility for Abkhazian functionaries. Normally
they could not even move to positions in Tbilisi. Their children had
to study at the local Sukhumi pedagogical institute or leave for Rus-
sian universities. Thus the period from Stalin’s death and Beria’s
execution in 1953 to the present has been characterized by an Abk-
hazian backlash against the Georgians. Winning back the Cyrillic-
based alphabet was more than a symbolic victory for the Abkhazes.
Their better educated and career-minded sons were able to gain con-
trol over key positions in the local state and party apparatus, and the
relative importance of the local authorities was given an enormous
boost by leaders from Moscow—beginning with Stalin him-
self—who regularly sojourned at state villas in Abkhazia.

Indeed the advantages of direct connections between the Ab-
khazian elite and the Russian elite were considerable. Abhazes con-
trolled much of the land and the most lucrative crops, which was
more important because they were less urbanized than any other
group in the area (Anchabadze 1976: 146). State power, moreover,
provided a mighty lever in offsetting the chronic competition from
Georgian peasants.9
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Georgians in Abkhazia experienced the moves by the Abkhaz-
ian elite to change the alphabet, gain control of key political posi-
tions, and dominate agriculture as severe discrimination. In 1978
Georgian resentment erupted in one of the most amazing mass
movements ever seen in pre-perestroika USSR. The formal pretext
was an unlikely one: the meaningless Moscow-sponsored campaign
of an all-people’s discussion of the draft constitution. Under cover
of this process, Tbilisi dissidents, headed by Zviad Gamsakhurdia
and his colleagues from the self-styled Georgian Helsinki human
rights monitoring group, organized their very first significant popu-
lar mobilization. But in place of what was to the vast majority of the
contemporary Soviet population the abstract and alien issue of hu-
man rights, the Tbilisi dissidents began to crusade on behalf of the
Georgian language.10 In a move extraordinary for the time, Eduard
Shevardnadze met with a group of protesters led by Gamsakhurdia
and agreed to meet their demands regarding the status of the Geor-
gian language. In another significant exception to the usual Soviet
reaction to major crises, Shevardnadze was left in place to “normal-
ize the situation.”

In these events, the ethnic Abkhazian intelligentsia and no-
menklatura—generally interchangeable and overlapping in most So-
viet national autonomies—saw both an opportunity and a grave
danger. They reacted to the perceived menace from Tbilisi by con-
vening an all-ethnic meeting at a field near the village of Lykhny.11

Some 12,000 people—all Abkhazes!—attended and many Abkhazian
officials made their presence at the rally conspicuous by signing a
petition to be sent to Moscow. The rhetoric at the rally was, moreover,
very pro-Soviet (Slider 1985). Speakers demanded that their mother
tongue be made the state language of the autonomous republic and
that the republic itself be transferred from Georgia to the Russian
Federation.

Not long after, violent clashes between Abkhazes and Geor-
gians were reported in several places, some involving fatalities.
When Shevardnadze rushed to Abkhazia in response to events, ru-
mors swirled that someone had taken a shot at him. Georgian signs
and advertisements were defaced, and Georgian schools stoned. By
that time, groups of Abkhazes were marching about Sukhumi and
Gagra, jovially brandishing portraits of Brezhnev, Soviet flags, and
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mock banners with slogans such as “Armenia joined Russia 150
years ago. When shall we?”12

By May 1978 events in Abkhazia were so out of hand that Mos-
cow deemed it necessary to dispatch to the scene none other than
Ivan V. Kapitonov, secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU
in charge of cadres and organizational work, who held a series of
meetings with local officials. In keeping with the Soviet tradition of
favoring Abkhazian interests, he recognized the validity of some of
their grievances, especially the lack of proportionate budgetary
funding channeled to Abkhazia by Tbilisi (Slider 1985). The possi-
bility or of changing internal Soviet borders was firmly dismissed, a
policy clearly designed in reference to other similar cases, such as
Nagorno-Karabakh. In exchange for promises by the locals to nor-
malize the situation in Abkhazia, Kapitonov offered a gigantic plan
of socioeconomic development, estimated at the time to cost between
$500 and $750 million, and hefty quotas for the Abkhazes in educa-
tion and official positions. An identical bargain was offered to the
Karabakh Armenians in early 1988.

In the aftermath, a few “instigators”—mostly Georgian dissi-
dents, including Gamsakhurdia—were imprisoned, and, to provide
for balance, several Abkhazian youth who had been involved in
street fighting received prison terms. but Abkhazian elites received
even more privileges. Previously dismissed Abkhazian offi-
cials—numbering nearly one hundred—were reinstated in their jobs
and the party. In place of the old pedagogical institute, the Abkhazes
were awarded a full-scale university, with a tenfold increase in fac-
ulty and student enrollment. Abkhazian television programs prolif-
erated, additional Abkhazian newspapers and journals appeared,
and it was widely assumed that roughly 40 percent of government
and judicial posts were given to Abkhazian elites and their clients.
Most important, a Russian from Moscow was appointed minister of
internal affairs of Abkhazia; the Georgian samizdat later claimed that
he never hired a single Georgian for the police force. The ethnic
machine was clearly at work.
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMIC OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Politics cannot be divorced from economics, least of all in the
Soviet case. And the Soviets sought to extract their economic pound
of flesh for the political benefits they had conferred. In the late 1970s,
as the Soviet economy began to decline, Moscow launched a cam-
paign to secure reliable supplies of fruit, wines, and vegetables for
the industrial cities of the north. The effort was part of a larger
attempt to reduce imports and expand internal resources, as well as
alleviate growing popular discontent in the face of the exorbitant
prices charged by private southern sellers, who were increasingly
branded “Caucasian speculators.”

The pressure from Moscow on Abkhazia came directly through
Georgia.13 The measures to which Shevardnadze resorted in this in-
stance were not unusual for this part of the USSR. Local residents
vividly remember that roadblocks appeared on Abkhazia’s border
with Russia. Georgian police and village bosses visited rural homes,
strongly urging people to sell their tangerines to state-run acquisi-
tion outlets. Prices dropped and stricter controls over collective farm
property and workers’ absenteeism were introduced.14 This effort
led to very genuine grievances, not against Moscow, but against
Tbilisi and Georgian police authorities, both of which were per-
ceived through ethnic categories.

As described above, tensions between Abkhazian and Georgian
elites were already high. Moscow’s preferential policies toward the
Abkhazes in 1978—and simultaneous discrimination against Geor-
gians in Abkhazia—had become the main theme of Tbilisi dissidents.
Because of the economic pressure that Moscow exerted on Abkhazia
through pressure tactics exerted by the Georgian authorities, Abkhaz-
ian dissidents now too raised their voices in complaint. In 1988,
during the heyday of glasnost, both Abkhazian and Georgian “infor-
mal” activists, drawn from among the lower and younger nomenkla-
tura and intelligentsia, used every opportunity to launch
increasingly massive political campaigns on behalf of their own eth-
nic brethren. Abkhazes demanded secession from Georgia (the for-
mal demand was for the restoration of the 1925 constitution, making
Abkhazia a sovereign Soviet republic); Georgian radicals called for
restoration of an independent Georgia, in accord with the pre-Bol-
shevik 1920 constitution.

272  Georgi M. Derluguian



THE COLLAPSING SOVIET STATE AND THE OUTBREAK OF VIOLENCE

Abkhazian protests were explicitly pro-Soviet, sponsored by
local officials with prominent Abkhazian intellectuals as figure-
heads; the Georgian nationalist campaign was anti-Soviet, led by the
dissident intelligentsia, which actively sought confrontation with
the Communist authorities. The Georgian dissidents escalated their
campaign until eventually the Communist powerholders in Tbilisi
blinked and urged Moscow to send in the army. In the tragic clash
with the Soviet troops on 19 April 1989, nineteen people died, most
of them women.

As a result of this outrage, the most radical wing of the Geor-
gian nationalists, led by Zviad Gamsakhurdia, became the prepon-
derant force in the republic, coming to power in the fall of 1990.
Gamsakhurdia was overthrown in January 1992 by his own lieuten-
ants, the Georgian National Guard “colonel” Tengiz Kitovani and the
“head of the national rescue service” Jaba Ioseliani, both former dis-
sidents and bohemian artists who transformed themselves into war-
lords while fighting the creeping wars in Abkhazia and South
Ossetia. Not even Shevardnadze’s return to Tbilisi as a figure of
national reconciliation and external prestige altered this chaotic tra-
jectory of escalating violence.

The Abkhazes, whose rhetoric and orientation remained firmly
pro-Soviet throughout their ethnonationalist mobilization, continued
to defy Tbilisi with challenges that often smacked of provocation and
probably reflected internal struggles between moderates and radicals.
As a rule, those who advocated a more moderate course were former
economic managerial nomenklatura from Abkhazia’s Council of Min-
isters, mostly concerned about administrative order and property
rights. The radical camp was a rather motley crowd, ranging from
former members of the ideological nomenklatura to professional
gangsters, from socially unstable youth to the newly made politicians
of the perestroika period (including independent MPs of the partly
open elections of 1989–90, journalists who had gained notoriety on
the wave of glasnost, and various types of “informals” and political
organizers). In a nutshell, they were people without an immediate
interest in social, political, or economic stability.

The moderates argued for prudence and avoidance of the mis-
ery and destruction already evident in Nagorno-Karabakh, South
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Ossetia, and Tbilisi itself. Their rhetoric centered on two arguments.
First, “We are a tiny nation that cannot afford any casualties,” and
second, “We must be saved from ourselves before we revert back to
the Dark Ages of mountaineer banditry and clan vendettas” (SK, no.
10, 1992). But radicals began to gain the upper hand as the conflict
with Georgia spiraled into conventional warfare. This in effect
pushed the moderates toward Moscow, as the Abkhazian Commu-
nist leadership found it convenient to cultivate a most unlikely com-
pany of allies. These included, on the one hand, Communist
hard-liners from Moscow as well as the Soviet (later Russian) mili-
tary who viewed Abkhazia as a lever against the unruly Georgians
but who also had vested personal interests in their Stalin-era state
dachas in Abkhazia. Sukhumi emissaries wooed to their cause such
expatriate Abkhazian luminaries as the Moscow-based author Fazil
Iskander, who enjoyed enormous prestige among the Russian liberal
intelligentsia, and, in a huge moral victory for the Abkhazian sepa-
ratists, Andrei Sakharov, who publicly branded Georgia a “mini-em-
pire” and Gamsakhurdia a “rogue dissident.”

Furthermore, Abkhazian officialdom and the intelligentsia be-
came actively involved in reviving “ancient ethnic ties” with North
Caucasian mountaineers, especially the Circassians (Adygé). The
outcome was the creation of the Confederation of the Mountain Peo-
ples of the Caucasus, a pan-nationalist movement of autochthonous
North Caucasians with an explicitly pan-Islamic and anti-Russian
program and rhetoric. Karabakh had Armenia, South Ossetia had
North Ossetia, Russian speakers everywhere had Russia, but Ab-
khazia had no ethnic “mainland.” Hence the Abkhazes tried to ac-
quire as many allies as possible; as it is said, “A clever calf sucks from
two cows.”

In August 1992, after a period of fairly irresponsible, if not
intentionally provocative, declarations by the Abkhazian nomenkla-
tura-nationalist leadership, Sukhumi was invaded by tanks and gangs
of Georgia’s “National Guard.” Significantly the second Georgian
army in Abkhazia was formed of local Mingrels—hence their leanings
toward the exiled Zviad Gamsakhurdia, a Mingrel, and distrust of
Shevardnadze, an Eastern Georgian. The commander of this army was
a certain Geno Adamia, a locally notorious gangster to whom Shevard-
nadze eventually awarded the rank of colonel-general.
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The politics of alliance-building pursued by the Abkhazian lead-
ership between 1988 and 1992 paid off heftily (although the purely
circumstantial breadth of the pro-Abkhazian alliance may eventually
cause it to backfire badly). With hardly concealed aid from the Russian
military and the Cossack irregulars, and with Chechen and Circassian
volunteers rushing to Abkhazia from the Northern Caucasus and the
Middle East, the riffraff posing as the Georgian army was thunder-
ously defeated in fourteen months.15

The Abkhazian victory was followed by as gruesome an ethnic
cleansing as could be imagined. The scale of the current depopula-
tion of Georgians has far exceeded any of the nineteenth-century
depredations executed against the Abkhazes. Two hundred and forty
thousand refugees fled to Georgia, an unspecified number left for
Russia, and most ethnic Greeks were airlifted to Greece. Vacant
houses in this once prized area have been offered as rewards to
anyone who fought on the Abkhazian side. A few tangerines were
exported to Russia in 1993, most of them reportedly harvested by
enslaved Georgians (NG, 22 October 1993). But the bulk of exports
from Abkhazia in that year consisted of war loot and weaponry.

Thus in many important ways the Abkhazian case supports
Roeder’s central argument. The ethnic machine was strengthened
when Moscow supported its Abkhazian clients against Georgian
threats. But those clients lost their Moscow patrons when the Soviet
state collapsed. Roeder has argued that “a regional leader’s decision
to ‘play the ethnic card’ is constrained by the structure of account-
ability and support from the regional leader’s principals.” This ac-
count has suggested that the decision to play the ethnic card on the
part of Abkhazian elites was conditioned by threats from Gamsa-
khurdia and the inability of Abkhazia’s Moscow patrons to provide
support after the Soviet collapse.

AJARIA: THE LAND WITHOUT A PEOPLE?

Ajaristan was annexed by Russia from the Ottoman Empire in
1878, a relatively late date. It was at the time a typical old Anatolian
area—that is, an historically created ethnographic museum inherited
from Mithridates’s Pontic kingdom and the Byzantine and the Trebi-
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zond (Trabzon) empires. As was the case elsewhere in the empire,
Ottoman authorities ruled over this mosaic via millets, the state-spon-
sored system of religious communities. Religion was thus the main
determinant of group status and the foundation of socioeconomic
organization.16 For example, Abkhazes living in Ajaria are firmly
Muslim in their ritual practices, a striking contrast to the dispassionate
pagan-Muslim-Christian syncretism of the Abkhazes in Abkhazia
(Kopeshavidze 1985: 96–109). In their turn, “Ajarians”—who were
Islamized Georgians, or rather Gurians from the medieval province
of Guria, with its particular dialect—tended to associate with the
“Turks” rather than the “Georgians.” This became dramatically evi-
dent in popular attitudes during the chaotic period of 1917–21, when
Ajaria’s Muslims aided advancing Turkish armies on every available
occasion, waging guerrilla war against both Russian and Georgian
forces (Kazemzadeh 1951: 102; also see Kvinitadze 1985: 430–41).

There was another, purely modern factor that set Ajaria apart
from the rest of Georgia. At the turn of the century, Ajaria’s capital
of Batumi was linked to the oil fields of Baku by one of the earliest
pipelines and a railway, and it became one of the most important
ports in the world. Ajaria’s short-lived autonomy in the chaotic af-
termath of World War I was largely due to conflicting geopolitical
interests in the region. Independent Azerbaijan insisted that Ajaria,
being a Muslim Caucasian territory, should become its enclave on
the Black Sea, or at least an independent southwest Caucasian re-
public. British occupying authorities in 1919 favored free port status
for Batumi, like Trieste and Danzig. Both Ottoman and Kemalist
Turks claimed it their own, as did some Armenian politicians. And
Georgians saw themselves as the only rightful rulers. In March 1921
Bolshevik cavalry stormed into Batumi hours before Turkish rein-
forcements could arrive, while the local Georgian garrison preferred
to surrender to “any Russians” than to the Turks (Kazemzadeh 1951:
325). As a concession, Moscow agreed to grant autonomy to the
Muslim population of Ajaristan as part of its Kars treaty with the
insurgent government of Ankara—at the time the only foreign gov-
ernment that had good relations with the Bolsheviks.

Given the historical and cultural impulses for autonomy, it is not
surprising that Georgian Social Democrat policies of land reform and
cultural autonomy failed to integrate the Muslim population into
Georgia. As the Social Democratic leader Noah Jordania sadly ob-
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served at the time, “Even in theory our laws on land stand no chance
in this realm of Islam. Antagonizing local begs and agas would do a
thousand times more harm [to democratic Georgia] than leaving the
peasants without land. Mohammed perhaps proved to be a better
socialist in giving the land right to God” (cited in Chavleishvili 1977:
139).17

All of the relevant factors therefore pointed to the politicization
of cultural identity in Ajaria. Nonetheless, Ajaria did not go the way
of Abkhazia, with its successful bid for independence. Why not? The
answer focuses on one striking peculiarity: Ajaria has no titular na-
tionality. There is an Ajaria, but there are no Ajaris. For a student of
Soviet nationalities, this is like discovering an egg-laying mammal.
It is to the story of the missing titular nationality that the discussion
now turns.

ETHNIC HOMOGENIZATION UNDER STALIN

We know next to nothing about the situation in Ajaria during
Stalinism. Generally research on Ajaria has been extremely poor and
fragmentary. Yet we know that the Bolsheviks in Tbilisi and their
local comrades in Batumi, after a brief interlude in the early 1920s,
unleashed what amounted to a war against the Muslim authorities
and institutions of Ajaria. The stages of this onslaught were reflected
in the succession of ethnic names bestowed on the Ajaris by the
government in Tbilisi. The pre-1917 “Mohammedan Georgians” (or
simply “Muslims”) became “Ajarians” for the only time in the Soviet
census of 1926, which counted 71,000 of them (Kozlov 1988: 91).
Subsequently they were simply listed as “Georgians,” inasmuch as
no official Soviet census asked about religion. The narrowly paro-
chial and long since sublated ethnonym “Gurian” was equally out
of the question.18

Prior to World War I the universally popular assumption in
Transcaucasia was that there existed basically just three indigenous
nationalities in the region: Georgians, Armenians, and Muslims. In
the late 1930s, however, Soviet authorities officially introduced a
new ethnonym: Azerbaijani. Anyone in Transcaucasia who persisted
in considering himself Muslim became, by fiat, Azerbaijani, regard-
less of language (which, in theory, Bolsheviks considered a key eth-
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nic indicator), and this newly discovered “fact” was then recorded
in the required passport. Paradoxically—although quite logically—
groups inside the Azerbaijani SSR as distinct as Talyshes, Tats, Kara-
papakhs, Kurds, and Lezgins were, it appeared, being gradually as-
similated, at least until the collapse of the Soviet order, when these
obliterated identities resurfaced as new separatisms.

For a time, some Ajaris naively persisted in considering things
like the neighborhood mosque, circumcision, and a separate village
cemetery more important in differentiating themselves from the
neighboring “others” than whatever teachers at school or the party
propagandists had been telling them. The Georgian Communist
leadership, then headed by Lavrenti Beria, reacted to such stubborn-
ness with measures increasingly bordering on ethnocide, both physi-
cal and cultural. The drive toward national homogenization soon put
before the newly created Azerbaijanis the choice of becoming either
plain “Georgian” or being classified as totally alien “Meskheti
Turks.”19 In 1944 the latter were subsequently removed from the
picture as Georgia’s “Turks” and “Khemshins”—Armenians who
persisted in identifying themselves as Muslims—were deported to
Central Asia, ostensibly to prevent them from becoming a “fifth col-
umn” were Turkey to join with the Nazis.

Before 1945 was therefore a time of calamitous ethnic homog-
enization in Ajaria. With most “foreign” minorities leaving the area
from 1918 to 1921 as waves of refugees, “Ajaris,” Lazes, and Chris-
tian “Gurians” gave way to Georgians. These new Georgians were
largely literate in standard Eastern Georgian and increasingly secu-
lar, especially when acting in the state-controlled spheres. “Geor-
gians” grew to become more than 80 percent of Ajaria’s population
in post-1945 census counts (Kozlov 1988: 91, 210). The success of
Georgianization is probably best illustrated by the fact that virtually
all Abkhazes living in Ajaria know Georgian, with one-fifth even
claiming it as their mother tongue, compared to an astonishingly low
1.4 percent among their compatriots in Abkhazia (Kopeshavidze
1985: 122–24; Slider 1985: 55).

The apparently successful assimilation of Ajaris into Georgia
and the failure of Georgianization in Abkhazia and South Ossetia
can be attributed to different modes of forming and institutionaliz-
ing peripheral political identities. The fact that Ajarian separateness
was expressed in terms of religious affiliation automatically gave free
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reign to atheist zeal among the Georgian Communists. Their strate-
gic goals in Ajaria could thus be classified as “the struggle against
noxious relics of the dark past,” not as the “development of nation-
alities.” Thus in Ajaria, unlike in Abkhazia, the Georgian Bolsheviks
could easily afford to be politically correct while pursuing a ruth-
lessly chauvinist policy. With precious few exceptions, any self-con-
scious Georgian—especially when in power—would consider the
proposition “Muslim Georgian” an oxymoron; more than that, a dan-
gerous abnormality.20 The assimilation of Ajaria was arguably
among the greatest successes of the Georgian national project. No
titular nationality was established in Ajaria, and Georgians won the
battle over language. Eradication of illiteracy could be conducted
only in standard Georgian, certainly not in the Arabic of the Koran
or in Turkish. And certainly there was no legitimate native Ajarian
political entrepreneur akin to the Abkhazian Bolshevik leader Nestor
Lakoba.

AJARIA AFTER THE SOVIET COLLAPSE

Despite this high degree of assimilation, Ajaria all but seceded
from the newly independent Georgia, de facto if not de jure, after
1991. Ajaria currently stands as a virtually independent and peaceful
enclave—indeed the safest part of what is nominally the Georgian
Republic. In elections in the fall of 1990 the Georgian Communists,
who were destroyed elsewhere by the shockwaves of Tbilisi’s April
1989 “shovel massacre,” received an astonishing 56 percent of the
votes cast in Ajaria. Why the contrast with Abkhazia?

The narrative suggests that the history of assimilation is the
central difference. While Abkhazia churned in ethnic tensions dur-
ing the 1970s, Ajaria remained at peace. But in addition to the history
of assimilation, a central factor motivating peace in Ajaria is a politi-
cal entrepreneur composed of flesh and bones, guts and wits, and
bearing the name of Aslan Abashidze. Batono (Georgian for “Sir”)
Aslan (certainly not Aslan-bey) is a man born to power as a scion of
the local princely dynasty of Abashidze. During the Soviet period
Abashidze’s career reached its pinnacle with the post of deputy min-
ister of municipal affairs in Tbilisi. (Anyone at all familiar with Ma-
fia-permeated societies would appreciate the kickback possibilities
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of such a position.) Furthermore, the man widely credited for “sav-
ing Ajaria from politicians and gangsters” regularly entertains many
distinguished guests, including top Russian generals and British
lords (his younger son attends one of England’s exclusive public
schools).

This “strongman of Batumi” came to power in April 1991, when
he briefly occupied the oddly ambiguous official position of acting
Ajaria Supreme Soviet chairman. From this post he engaged in a pair
of self-constituting political acts—first, disbanding the last soviet in
Ajaria, and second, preventing the new regional diet from conven-
ing. These were apparently very popular moves, taking into consid-
eration mass voter absenteeism and the peculiar electoral dynamics
in Ajaria.

The standard Gamsakhurdia-style explanation for Abashidze’s
popularity and power was the resurgence of Islam in Ajaria, one of
the few of Gamsakhurdia’s pronouncements readily bought by
many Russians and Westerners, due to their inherent phobias when-
ever “fundamentalism” is invoked. Undoubtedly, as elsewhere in the
USSR, there was some resurgence of religious practice in Ajaria in
the 1970s and 1980s. But this phenomenon was clearly related to the
general process of the ideological hollowing of the Communist state,
rather than to an Islamic resurgence per se. Indeed such an explana-
tion blatantly contradicts the data. There is no indication of even
token political use of Islam in Ajaria (except for Gamsakhurdia’s
accusations). For instance, one of Abashidze’s carefully maintained
mysteries is his religious background. There are people in Batumi
who will swear that they saw him in the mosque last Friday and
those who will insist that they saw him in the church on Sunday.21

Abashidze himself insists that he is nothing but a Georgian patriot
and a “son of Ajaria.”

The absence of fundamentalism can probably be explained by
the legacy of Bolshevik policies. The Bolsheviks were more success-
ful in inventing new socialist rituals than the French Jacobins, who
lacked the advantage of catastrophically rapid Soviet urbanization
and industrialization. Those ethnic groups most deeply involved in
Communist modernization lost more of their ethnographic peculi-
arities than those who were not. Yet even in the core urban areas of
Russia, the most important and conservative practices associated
with the life cycle remained basically unchanged, though simplified
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and profaned. As with most Caucasians in similar circumstances, the
predominantly rural Ajarians preserved much of their traditional
life, as only peasants in the twentieth-century world could. With the
waning of the Soviet system, however, religion and ethnicity (which
in the case of Muslim Georgians are perceived to be in dramatic
contradiction) have reemerged as the pillars of identity and social
regulation at the daily level. Yet it is important to differentiate be-
tween ritual religiosity and fundamentalist movements, as well as
between ethnic awareness and political nationalism.

To counter growing Islamic religious awareness, even before 1988
Georgian “informals” had already begun to surface in Ajaria in order
to organize “discussions” and arrange for the symbolic restoration of
ancient monuments. As a result, a few formerly closed mosques were
reopened as churches. The Communist authorities in Tbilisi saw little
wrong in that, taking the attitude that Georgians who were not atheists
had better be Christian. Batumi officials could not dare make a case
of their own. In 1990 Gamsakhurdia went even further, proposing to
abolish Ajarian autonomy altogether. Clearly Ajaria never challenged
Tbilisi; it was Gamsakhurdia who challenged Ajaria.

To counter that challenge, Ajaris rose up in protest. A separatist
movement was initiated, and tensions with Georgia escalated dan-
gerously. Throughout the Soviet bloc during the revolution of
1989–91, a crystallizing moment inevitably occurred when people
would come to the main square to rally before the building housing
power. They would remain enthusiastically at the square for long
hours, often for days and nights. This was always the key instance
in the “deprivatization of protest,” which had been previously con-
fined by the Communist state to people’s private spaces—their
heads or kitchen tables.22 Such events would become moments of
truth, providing a glimpse into the post-Communist future, or even
shaping it outright.

The key question to ask of such moments is: How and in what
forms did the demonstrators perform the highly carnivalesque and
mysterious act of becoming a community (civil society, the nation)?23

The Armenians would turn these rallies into mass therapy sessions,
trying time and time again to overcome the traumas of Turkish geno-
cide. The Balts would sing folk songs in huge choruses or peacefully
yet firmly hold each other’s hands in enormous solidarity chains,
thereby demonstrating to the “Soviet invaders” both their ethnic
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vitality and “true” European civility. Led by clan elders, the
Chechens and other mountaineers would come bedecked with rifles
and daggers. Muscovites and Leningraders might have easily out-
done May 1968 in Paris had they not been so brooding and atomized.
In Georgia similar things took place. Georgians prayed in Tbilisi. The
Abkhazes would unite symbolically with their ancestral spirits at the
sacred field of Lykhny.

The Ajaris, however, broke with the pattern. Georgian threats
to Ajarian autonomy quite clearly posed a direct danger to local
Soviet elites, thereby setting the scene for the alliance which, for a
brief but tumultuous time, became Ajaria’s separatist movement. On
22 April 1990, bearing red banners, separatists came to Lenin Square
in Batumi (once called Azizye Square, after the cathedral mosque
which stood there). The date was symbolic in a rather odd sense,
being the one hundred and twentieth anniversary of Lenin’s birth.
Workers’ bands played the anthems of the USSR and the Georgian
SSR.24 Fights broke out with Gamsakhurdia supporters, and these
soon escalated into a riot. Demonstrators forced their way into the
building and demanded the immediate resignation of several local
bosses who, it would appear, were mostly the old-style inept and
demoralized Soviet bureaucrats who had begun to display sheepish
attitudes toward the increasingly dictatorial Gamsakhurdia.

The short-lived Ajarian revolution resulted in several deaths,
including that of Nodar Imnadze, Abashidze’s deputy chairman of
the Supreme Soviet and the highest placed supporter of Gamsa-
khurdia in Ajaria. In Batumi’s version, Imnadze took a page from
Afghanistan. Bursting into a government meeting, he tried to kill
Abashidze but was gunned down by guards before he could open
fire. The Gamsakhurdia-controlled media simply printed unspeci-
fied obituaries.

Of course, as some Georgian observers have speculated, it is
also possible that Gamsakhurdia struck a deal with Abashidze (Mi-
kadze in MN, December 1993). If so, this would have made the “in-
formal” leader Imnadze redundant and ultimately expendable. This
would also explain the absence of an outcry by Gamsakhurdia’s
circle on what was, even by Georgian standards, the scandal of gun-
play in Ajaria’s Supreme Soviet. Whatever the story, there is really
no need (or desire) to know the secrets of power struggles in Georgia.
Suffice it to say that Aslan Abashidze proved worthy of his princely
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and other ancestors (and associates), who knew how to maintain
power under the Byzantines, the Ottomans, the Russians, the Bol-
sheviks, and the Georgians, of whatever ilk (i.e., Gamsakhurdia and
Shevardnadze).

Since the “revolution” in April 1991, Abashidze has ruled Ajaria
Fujimori-style, as guarantor that civil strife will not emerge from
within (via “parliamentary demagogues”) or without (via a Georgia
plagued by warlordism and gangsterism). The internal “border”
with Georgia is guarded by Abashidze’s militia, which has standing
orders to disarm or destroy any armed men that might try to enter
Ajaria. The police have been granted special powers to combat crime,
and Batumi today is said to be one of the safest towns in the former
USSR (although it is also the case that many old-time professional
criminals have long since left the impoverished and exceedingly
dangerous Caucasus at their own initiative, fleeing to more favorable
climes in Russia, Berlin, and New York).

Ajaria’s post-Communist regime thus represents a new version
of Bonapartism. Created out of the always unwieldy and now relic
Soviet concept of the autonomous republic, this still unrecognized
state incorporates regional isolationist interests in a highly troubled
environment. Abashidze’s personal authority and his claim to power
are based on a consensus among Ajaria’s population, comprising
managerial elites, urban middle classes, workers and peasants—ap-
parently both Muslim and Christian Georgians—and the minorities
weary of rabid Georgian nationalism. Abashidze’s well-cultivated
relations with the military commanders of the Russian bases in
Ajaria are the obvious and actively displayed source of his strength.
He has also maintained a well-publicized neutrality in all of the
internal conflicts among Georgia’s feuding factions, as well as be-
tween Georgians and the Abkhazian secessionists. Indeed he has
offered himself on numerous occasions as a mediator in these con-
flicts (and his family as hostages to his bona fides.)

The other pillar of Abashidze’s regionalist regime is control
over transit trade with Turkey. In 1988, for the first time in decades,
Moscow began to permit cross-border passage at Sarpi, just a few
miles south of Batumi. Barter trade through Sarpi—estimated at
$60–70 million per month—is conducted primarily by individual
“shuttle” traders from all over Caucasia and southern Russia who
move items ranging from school notebooks to caviar and prostitutes.
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Perhaps this is what Aslan Abashidze means when he humbly ad-
mits that “Ajaria has nothing of value except the good humor of its
people and geopolitical advantages” (NG, 16 October 1993).

GEORGIA: L’EMPIRE IMPLOSÉ OR
SOVIET-HANDICAPPED NATION-STATE?

In both Abkhazia and Ajaria the Georgian politics of perestroika
clearly followed the generic Baltic and East European “anti-impe-
rial” pattern of opposing the “nation” to the pro-Moscow “local
Communist sellouts.” But events in Abkhazia illustrate a clear-cut
case of peripheral ethnofederal countermobilization, a phenomenon
also seen in Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, the “internationalist
fronts” representing generic Russian speakers in the Baltic states,
Moldova’s rebel Gagauzia and Transdnistria, and the Crimea. In
each of these, the “anti-imperial” nationalism of the dominant group
was challenged by minorities—if they possessed the resources to
organize. Paradoxically, perhaps, the best resource was usually the
local governing apparatus, embedded in a preexistent autonomous
territorial unit of some sort. Consequently the peripheral ethnic
countermobilizations were invariably led by the local party/state
apparatchiki or enterprise managers. The associated rhetoric would
be loyalist and ultra-Leninist, par excellence. Until the collapse of
the Communist order and the USSR, high hopes for an intervention
by Moscow would be expressed; since 1991 the discourse of periph-
eral separatism (which, as illustrated by the Ajarian case, can be
different from usual ethnonationalism) has changed only to stress
Russia’s historical obligations and “vital interests.”

In Ajaria the more resolute men of property (symbolized by
Aslan Abashidze in his avatar of the former Tbilisi minister of com-
munal affairs and hence inescapably the master of kickbacks) over-
threw the local “defeatist” bureaucrats in a staged popular uprising,
thereby preventing Gamsakhurdia’s nationalists from establishing a
local base. Eventually Abashidze won an armed truce with the sub-
sequent central government of Georgia and imposed his control over
the flow of goods over the border with Turkey. This was the result
of both passive popular consensus and support offered by the former
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Soviet military officers stationed in Ajaria. Because cultural identity
had not been politicized, the events in Ajaria were not instances of
cultural conflict.

In Abkhazia, however, culture was deeply politicized by ethno-
federal institutions. Radicals led by Vladislav Ardzinba had gath-
ered momentum from the long-standing Abkhazian ethnonationalist
mobilization and institutionalization and were aided in this process
by increasingly violent confrontations with various Georgian forces,
such as former Soviet police, peasant militias, gangsters, and nation-
alist warlords. Moreover, through established channels, the Abkhaz-
ian radicals received more or less tacit encouragement from the
political factions in Russia’s changing establishment of 1988–93 who
wanted to “punish the Georgians” (these included the CPSU’s Cen-
tral Committee Department of Organizational Work, Communist
chauvinists in the KGB and the army, especially officers with dachas
and apartments in Abkhazia, the Soviet “Unionists” among the per-
estroika generation of parliamentarians, all stripes of Russian na-
tionalists seeking a cause, the Soviet Mafia in the adjacent Sochi
region of Russia, plus the mountaineer pan-Islamists looking for
bases and a sea outlet). Inevitably the Abkhazian radicals were
bound to prevail over less dashing property-minded moderates.25

CONCLUSIONS

The bottom line that emerges from the simplest formalization
of the narratives presented here is that we are dealing with modern
agrarian societies, shaped and transformed by centralized, neo-Sta-
linist institutions. The resulting configuration of power was largely
locally bound, in collective farms, small enterprises, districts, and
relatively small autonomous provinces, and permeated with Mafia-
like relations of patronage and corruption. The “shadow economy”
thus bred a “shadow apparatus” appended to the formal Soviet
party/state.

As was true throughout the Soviet-type anticapitalist zone of
fused economy and politics, undifferentiated social power was struc-
tured along corporatist lines, with one major difference: Soviet Cau-
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casia, marked by the absence of gigantic flagship factories or agroin-
dustiral complexes, so common in other parts of the union, was char-
acterized by qualitatively smaller-scale corporatism intertwined
with traditionally extended networks of personal loyalties. Ethnicity,
especially when buttressed by state-sponsored institutions and inequalities,
assumed exceptional importance in such an environment (see Arrighi and
Piselli 1987).

It is this political relevance of cultural identity that becomes
important when central institutions collapse. This contrasting tale of
two resorts has highlighted that importance. In Ajaria, Soviet power
muted cultural differences, while in Abkhazia, Moscow felt that it
was in its own interests to exaggerate cultural differences. Recall that
although the Ajaris fought for autonomy in the 1920s, the Georgian
authorities, in an effort to expand their own national power base,
purged the Ajarian leadership. Their ability to do this rested on the
claim that Ajaris were a religious rather than an ethnic minority, and
their religious autonomy was a threat to central Soviet Communist
control. Thus the Georgian authorities were able to block the Ajarian
effort to become a titular nationality because Moscow perceived it
as a Communist struggle against religious political power rather
than as a part of the ethnofederalist effort to forge the loyalty of
diverse ethnic groups to a central socialist regime. In contrast, the es
were able to obtain the status of a titular nationality in their struggle
with Georgia. When Abkhazia became a Soviet republic, equal in
status to Georgia, local Abkhazian authorities, accountable to Mos-
cow and not to Tbilisi, gained access to the resources of political
power. Tensions with Georgia escalated to violence in the wake of
the Soviet collapse. Indeed what else besides “tribalization”—or
“Lebanization,” caudillismo, coronelismo, warlordism, clanishness,
sectarianism, whatever it is called—should we expect when the
modern state, which had once engendered this milieu for some rea-
son now forgotten, fails and withers away?

If we accept this argument, ethnicity must be exonerated from
being the main culprit in “ethnic” conflict. Ethnicity is, in other
words, instrumental and not primordial. Of course, the instrumen-
talization of ethnicity must be somewhat credible to those being
addressed and must therefore refer to a litany of more or less real
conflicts and grievances—or imagined into being by the means of
modern propaganda. Yet this always remains a fairly circumstantial
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process that cannot be completely controlled. “Accidents” (or con-
textual contingencies) such as violence-waging capabilities, the de-
gree of regional insulation enjoyed by local bodies of power, external
alliances and internal cleavages, the degree of popular participation
and even the personality of current leaders do make a difference.

Thus we confront an environment whose stability would be
organized along more or less Mafioso corporatism—Soviet-style, of
course—whose historical catastrophe would inescapably resemble
the turf wars of Chicago and other gangsters of similar ilk. The
present time of troubles in Caucasia should be expected to continue
until some Mafia-type group, or a coalition of them, succeeds in
making new states—Ajaria, Karabakh, and Armenia are close to this,
and that is what Shevardnadze in Georgia and Geidar Aliev in Az-
erbaijan are bound to accomplish—or until an external power arrives
and imposes its order. The Fourth Russian Empire looms large on a
not too distant horizon.

NOTES

This paper was produced while I was a visiting fellow at the Peace Studies
Center, Cornell University, under the sponsorship of the SSRC MacArthur
Program on Peace and Security. Special thanks to Michael Kennedy for
coaching me in the Western trade of scheme-making.

 1. The possibilities include the following: (1) in the Sochi area, among Shap-
sughs, Greeks, and the Kuban Cossacks; (2) in some of the Caucasian re-
publics of the Russian Federation, such as Adygeia, Karachai-Circassia,
Kabarda-Balkaria, Chechnya, Ingushetia, North Ossetia; (3) in the historical
provinces and autonomous areas of Georgia, including Megrelia, Ajaria, ia,
South Ossetia (Shida Kartli); (4) in Azerbaijan (including the Azeri Turks
in Georgia and in the Krasnodarsky region) between the Talyshes and the
Lezgins; and (5) involving the Armenians scattered through Armenia, in
Karabakh (Artsakh), in Baku, in the Krasnodarsky region, and in Georgia.

 2. Ironically Abkhazia—more precisely the Holy See established in Pitsunda
(Pitiunt) in the fifth or sixth century—was the center of early Christianiza-
tion in Caucasia. From 1912 to 1920 this served as the basis for an earlier
Abkhazian protonationalist movement to demand an autocephalous church
and Abkhazian mass.
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 3. “A nationality that would easily fit into the New York Giants’ stadium,”
pronounced Melor Sturua in a rather distasteful yet typical joke. Sub-
sequently it appeared on both the New York Times op-ed page and the
McNeil-Lehrer Newshour in October 1993. This notorious Soviet cold war
propagandist incidentally is the son of a prominent Georgian Communist
leader.

 4. Lakoba died after having feasted in Tbilisi with Lavrenti Beria, then Geor-
gia’s first secretary. It was widely believed that Beria simply disposed of a
powerful rival by poisoning him. This notion was reinforced when, soon
after his lavish state funeral, Lakoba’s body was unearthed and burned,
allegedly for some “newly discovered evidence of spy activity” (Knight
1993: 80).

 5. One of Stalin’s closest lieutenants, Sergo Ordzhonikidze (himself a Geor-
gian and a dyed-in-the-wool Communist chauvinist), at the very Central
Committee meeting in 1923 which denounced the famous Sultan Galiev
brand of “national communism,” calmly admitted that “With the Abkhaz-
ian republic which has no literate [language] . . . we conduct our correspon-
dence in Russian. Had we proposed to the local comrades to write in Geor-
gian, they would have refused that resolutely” (IV Soveshchanie 1992: 142).

 6. The Russian population in the autonomous republic soared from 12,000 to
85,000 between 1926 and 1939, during the years of Stalinist industrialization
(Kozlov 1988: 91) and was accompanied by a considerable influx of Arme-
nian refugees from Turkey, which reached 15 percent of ia’s population by
1989. But the numerical growth of these groups stopped by the 1960s;
indeed the Russian population even decreased slightly, and in 1989 consti-
tuted 16 percent of the population. Unlike the Georgians, however, these
groups posed little competition to the Abkhazes in agriculture and the
party/state apparat.

 7. The last “i” appeared on Soviet maps in the 1930s and remained a hotly
debated issue before the current Abkhazian victory. It is required by Geor-
gian grammar, but not by Abkhazian or Russian. In a perfect parallel,
Ajaria’s capital was called Batum before its Georgianization into Batumi,
but here the last “i” has never been questioned.

 8. “Avtoritet” is roughly an equivalent of the Mafia’s cappi, though Russian
professional gangsterism was never organized into “families” but was
rather purely territorial. Also important to note is that the Russian criminal
underworld was and remains highly internationalist—i.e., virtually indif-
ferent to ethnicity as a status factor.

 9. Peasant immigrants to Abkhazia were rather rural Mingrels, a subgroup of
Western Georgians who have been continuously migrating over the border
on the Inguri River for the past century. Lavrenti Beria was a Mingrel. So
was Zviad Gamsakhurdia, whose most ardent followers and military sup-
porters have been concentrated mostly in Western Georgia and partly in
the Mingrel-populated districts of Abkhazia (especially in Gali).

10.
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For an excellent account of Georgian nationalism made from the position
of social history, see Suny (1988). It is unfortunate, though very natural,
that Suny knows nineteenth-century Caucasia better than its more recent
realities. Perhaps unconsciously he contradicts his own theoretical prem-
ises, so brilliantly employed in the analysis of the pre-Soviet periods, treat-
ing contemporary Georgians or Armenians in a socially undifferentiated
manner, essentially as the unit of analysis and an agency (“Georgians
wanted . . .”).

11. Lykhny was once the residence of Abkhazia’s Shervashidze/Chachba
princes. It was also the place associated with some important pagan rituals,
later a Christian center.

12. Moscow and Erevan at the time were celebrating the one hundred and
fiftieth anniversary of the annexation of Persian Armenia by Russia, “the
volunteer rejoining of the Russian and Armenian peoples.”

13. In the Soviet command economy, overall top-down overdetermination had
as its dialectical opposite the principle of underspecification of policy im-
plementation and local procedures. In the proverbial expression of the
apparat itself, “Communist know only one word: MUST!” Successive layers
of managers and bosses, from the republic’s first secretary down to the
collective farm chairman and local police, were expected to “organize
work” in order to “ensure fulfillment.” The means were unimportant so
long as they did not upset the metaphorical apple cart. In other words, to
make sense of regional and local politics in places such as Abkhazia during
the Soviet period, we must have some idea of what “tools” or practices
local powerholders normally used to meet their goals. This question would
be an especially sensitive one in a multiethnic area, inasmuch as the “tool
kit” was largely culturally (that is, ethnically) constructed.

14. In 1980 Pravda, writing about “negative phenomena” in Abkhazia, admitted
that “In some settlements . . . almost half of the able-bodied population
[was], without any good reason, not permanently employed.” This helps
us to appreciate the extent of creeping decollectivization and the shadow
economy.

15. According to a widely believed rumor, Shevardnadze himself, when ad-
dressing a unit of volunteers before their departure from Tbilisi, urged them
to “show to the entire world that Georgian troops are not rapists, maraud-
ers, or drug addicts.” In his turn, Vladislav Ardzinba, the Abkhazian leader
and previously a soft-spoken Hittite historian at the Moscow Institute of
Orientalistics, commented on the plunder and destruction of Sukhumi by
his troops: “Alas, even regular armies sometimes indulge in it” (NG, 15
October 1993).

16. As elsewhere in the Caucasus, the Balkans, and Asia Minor, ethnic diversity
was translated into hereditary economic specialization. As described in a
contemporary Russian guidebook, in Batumi “Russians are mostly military
and civil officers, skilled workers, and owners of summer houses. Numer-
ous Poles and Germans [apparently the Baltic Russian subjects] work in the
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businesses, liberal professions, and steamship companies. . . . Aside from
the intelligentsia, each nationality lives pretty much in isolation from the
others, preferring its own trades. Here Georgians are, par excellence, clerks,
restauranteurs, chefs, servants; Armenians—shopkeepers, porters, cart
drivers; Persians—gardeners, fruit and vegetable vendors, teahouse keep-
ers; Turks are fishermen, boatmen, dockers, coffee shop owners;
Greeks—bakers, blanket- and shoemakers, traders; Jews—money lenders
and traders; Ajaris [Mohammedan Georgians—sic in the original] are peas-
ants, villagers, often [serve as] guards and policemen” (Moskvich 1913:
433).

17. Most fertile lands in Ajaria were in waquf tenure—i.e., were cultivated by
tenants of the mosque charitable trusts.

18. In preparation for the “glasnost census” of 1989, some ethnographers in
Moscow suggested restoring to the listing, among other ethnic identities
obliterated since the census of 1926, Gurians, Mingrels, Svans, and other
Kartvelian (Georgian) groups. Rebukes from the Tbilisi Communist as well
as the dissident establishments were prompt, oddly unanimous, and quite
vitriolic.

19. In Georgia’s districts of Marneuli, Bolnisi, Gardabani, and Dmanisi, bor-
dering on Azerbaijan, there is a considerable spillover Azerbaijani popula-
tion (see Fuller 1984). These are the “true” Azeris, who speak Azeri Turkic
and profess the Iranian Shi’a version of Islam. Meskheti Turks are Sunni
Muslims and until their exile to Uzbekistan spoke Georgian dialects and
the vernacular Osmanli Turkish.

20. Obviously a direct parallel to Serb nationalism and the Bosnian “Turks,”
but with a directly opposite outcome.

21. In fact, Abashidze rarely appears in crowded places. After three assassina-
tion attempts on him, he reputedly sleeps with a walkie-talkie and a gun,
always surrounded by his bodyguards.

22. For the concepts of privatization and deprivatization of protest in Soviet
society, see Motyl 1987.

23. In this respect participant observations and gracious conceptualization by
the Armenian anthropologist Levon Abrahamian are truly outstanding
(Abrahamian 1990).

24. Very significantly, the model of demonstration was unmistakably that of
the Soviet ritual May Day rallies and Subotniks (Saturdays of voluntary
Communist labor). Mobilization for such official occasions was always
conducted by factories and enterprises—i.e., entrusted to and controlled by
managers and official trade unions.

25. I would insist that Ajaria is a more wonderful example than it seems in the
narrowly Caucasian context. In fact, Georgia has strong parallels to Yugo-
slavia. More prosperous secessionist Abkhazia would be Georgia’s Croatia.
Of course, Ajaria would then be a Caucasian Bosnia-Herzegovina. But very
obviously it is not.
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ISLAMIST RESPONSES TO GLOBALIZATION:
CULTURAL CONFLICT IN EGYPT,

ALGERIA, AND MALAYSIA

Paul M. Lubeck

If one surveys the postcolonial states and societies of Islamdom,
what is readily apparent is that despite contentious intellectual fer-
ment and an explosion of social movement activity, not all states and
societies with Islamic majorities are experiencing levels of commu-
nal, ethnic, or religious conflict to the degree that regimes, states, and
international security are threatened. This variation raises a number
of questions for the study of communal conflicts in Muslim-majority
states: What factors explain the variations? Why are some state elites
successful in containing the revival of radical Islamic movements
while others face civil war and/or permanent low-intensity conflict?
Is an Islamic nationalism replacing the secular nationalism which in
the era of Fordism had been so prominent? How has the restructur-
ing of the global political economy since 1975—the petroleum boom
and neoliberal economic policies—shaped the context within which
state elites and Islamic movements compete for popular support and
hegemony over the discourse of nationalism?

In this essay I will argue that communal conflict, either high or
low, is determined by the interaction of three factors: (1) globaliza-
tion processes, including adjustment to post-Fordist economic struc-
tures, economic liberalism, and structural adjustment policies;
(2) state developmental capacity, especially the ability of a state to
manage economic growth and income distribution, constrain cor-
ruption levels, and manage relations with ethnic minorities; and
(3) the historical legacy of Islamic institutions and movements, in-
cluding indirect rule, roles of Islamic elites in the national state, and
the forms of Islamist opposition. I begin with a conceptual discus-
sion of these three factors and then illustrate the argument with a
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comparison of Algeria and Egypt—countries that experienced high
communal conflict—and Malaysia, a Muslim-majority state that has
experienced little communal conflict.

LIBERALIZATION AND ETHNIC CONFLICT

During the period of national independence, regimes in Mus-
lim-majority states varied in terms of structure, ideology, and social
base, often recycling between military and civilian rule but in es-
sence remaining authoritarian. Sometimes the secular regimes were
based upon the military (Egypt, Libya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Algeria,
Indonesia, Sudan), while others relied on a centralizing, secular
party like the Ba’athists (Tunisia, Iraq, Syria, and Senegal); finally,
building upon alliances formed during indirect rule, some regimes
institutionalized autocratic monarchical forms, combining Western
technical support. Patrimonialism, and (with the exception of Iran)
claiming Islamic legitimacy for authoritarianism (Kuwait, Brunei,
United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Morocco, and Saudi Arabia). Since the
onset of Fordism in 1945—in other words, except for temporary tran-
sitional periods and/or highly managed semidemocratic initiatives
(i.e., Jordan, Turkey, Malaysia, Pakistan)—political liberalization as
defined by Western political discourse (open elections, rule of law,
minority and citizen rights, independent judicial review, etc.) has
been nearly universally absent.

The absence of political liberalism means that it could not have
been a causal factor in unleashing the backlash of an Islamic revival
and associated communal conflicts. But what about economic as dis-
tinct from political liberalism? Notwithstanding classical liberal the-
ory that argues for the indispensability of the political and economic,
is it true that the two are always found together in actual practice?
Even more pointedly in our context, are they harmonious? Conven-
tional wisdom suggests that early political liberalization may
weaken decisively a state economic elite’s organizational capacity to
implement subsequent liberal economic reforms (e.g., the Soviet Un-
ion). Alternatively, the introduction of economic liberalization—or
more felicitously, structural adjustment programs (SAPs)—in devel-
oping states is invariably associated with economic dislocation. This
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means reductions in living standards and shocks to the governing
coalition. Thus, as discussed in the introduction to this volume, eco-
nomic liberalization can undermine the possibility of a peaceful tran-
sition from authoritarianism to political liberalism. Since few
electorates will vote to lower their real incomes, it is possible that
only an authoritarian state can manage a structural adjustment pro-
gram successfully (e.g., Morocco, Indonesia). Although orthodox lib-
eral theory argues that ultimately economic and political liberalism
are as inseparable as identical twins, in practice they may be more
distant, for the implementation of one often destabilizes the political
environment enough to block the successful transition to the second.

The evidence to be presented here suggests that economic lib-
eralization partially explains communal conflict in Muslim-majority
states. Since the onset of global liberalization in the early 1980s,
world market prices for primary exports such as oil, changing in-
vestment patterns among transnationals, and increased interna-
tional pressure for free trade regimes (deregulation, reduced state
investment/production, and reduced tariffs) have put enormous
pressure on political elites governing Muslim-majority states. With
the end of the cold war in 1989, state elites have lost some of their
strategic ability to leverage gains by playing off East-West rivalries.
But is it possible to show a sequential causal relationship between
economic liberalization and communal conflicts associated with the
Islamic revival?

An analysis of the period from the post–World War II settlement
to the start of international economic liberalism reveals two distinct
phases. The first phase (Fordism), lasting from 1945 to 1971–74,
emerges from the movement for and achievement of national inde-
pendence for Muslim-majority states. This was a period of steady
economic growth, Keynesian political coalitions, demand manage-
ment and rising incomes, and fixed exchange rate for a gold-backed
dollar, not only in the West, but also in many of the Muslim-majority
states that pursued their own versions of state-led development.
Most important, this “golden age of capitalism” was based upon
stable and low prices for oil, the bulk of which was imported from
Muslim-majority states. Within the Western alliance, the breakdown
of Fordism became obvious by the early 1970s, as evidenced by tight
labor markets and rising inflation; declines in real wages, productiv-
ity, and profits for reinvestment; and the internationalization of fi-
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nance after the 1971 devaluation, floating of the dollar, and termina-
tion of the gold standard (Glyn et al. 1990). With the OPEC price
revolution of 1973–74, the postwar Fordist model effectively stalled,
lurched into crisis, and (we see in hindsight) began a transition to
the globalization of finance, production, and consumption, a process
aided later by innovations in microelectronics and communications.

By 1982 the international debt crisis and the Reagan political
victory created a new coalition advocating neoliberal international
economic restructuring, which in turn contributed to a broader proc-
ess of globalization, stimulating the growth of transnational manu-
facturing and the internationalization of financial institutions. All of
these developments constrained the autonomy and economic sover-
eignty of the national state. Most important for Muslim-majority
states, the globalization of economies, societies, and cultures is
deadly for state-led, import-substituting industrialization, for it re-
duces state economic autonomy, erodes national-cultural loyalty,
and constrains access to resources for political redistribution. This is
true unless political elites reorient their strategy to export-oriented
industrialization (EOI) in the fashion of Taiwan, Singapore, Korea,
Malaysia, and Thailand (Haggard 1990).

For Muslim-majority states, the second phase began in 1973–74
with the OPEC price revolution and lasted until 1979–82. In the West,
this was a period of international economic instability, rampant in-
flation, declining real incomes, and the dissolution of the Keynesian
coalitions. But it was also marked by a surge of state-centered devel-
opment in oil-exporting states. Initially at least the OPEC price revo-
lution was a windfall for the political elites of oil-exporting states
because the nationalization of the oil industry and the price revolu-
tion shifted unprecedented economic power in the form of unearned
petroleum rents to the elites managing the state sector.

Unfortunately, however, not only did the petroleum boom in-
crease the autonomy of the state elites, but it also deepened their
commitment to large-scale, state-controlled, uncompetitive indus-
trial projects and unrealistic macroeconomic policies (e.g., exchange
rates), which promised them not only control over the national econ-
omy, but also personal wealth through kickbacks, bribes, and other
rents to be used for coalition maintenance. Hence at a time when the
East Asian NICs were restructuring their economies and societies
toward state-guided but market-augmenting, export-oriented in-
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dustrialization so as to adjust to increased internationalization and
global competition, the euphoric oil-exporting states were restruc-
turing in the opposite direction (Haggard 1990).

Once the commodity boom crashed in the mid-1980s (oil went
from $41 per barrel in 1980 to $8 by 1986), the social dislocation was
even greater for Muslim-majority states dependent directly or indi-
rectly on petroleum rents. These states had so far to fall because the
rents were an unearned windfall, like manna from heaven, rather
than an accumulation of capital arising from a disciplined structural
transformation like the East Asian NICs’ management of export-ori-
ented industrialization. By the time Khomeini triumphed in the Ira-
nian revolution (1979), the petroleum boom had the anomalous effect
of strengthening state-centered development while at the same time
internationalizing consumption, finance, and labor flows, raising ex-
pectations unrealistically, inflating investment in higher education,
increasing social inequality, and disrupting the social equilibrium in
most Muslim-majority states as never before. The boom disrupted
social relations and thus created the structural conditions in which
Islamic political movements thrived.

Economist Alan Richards reminds us that oil booms raise urban
incomes, stimulate construction booms, spike inflation rates, and
encourage rent-seeking behavior (Richards 1987). In turn, this en-
courages a decline in the terms of trade for rural producers, increases
rural to urban migration, tightens rural labor markets, and raises
rural wages in order to compete with the booming rates of the cities.
Cities themselves soon become vast construction projects absorbing
enormous numbers of rural-origin unskilled laborers. Food imports
rise and tastes change (toward sugar, rice, and white bread). In re-
sponse, a regime awash with petrodollars typically initiates capital-
intensive, state-managed irrigation schemes and encourages its
allies, the urban merchant-bureaucrats-military officer stratum, to
invest in luxury food production (poultry and meat) with state-sub-
sidized, capital-intensive machinery and imported fertilizer. The
central point, therefore, is that even before neoliberalism became the
cutting edge of a broader globalization process at the end of the
1980s, the petroleum boom had internationalized the economies of
oil-exporting states and labor exporters, disrupted the existing social
equilibrium, and provided the structural stage in Iran for the first
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Islamic revolutionary triumph after approximately four centuries of
Western dominance.

GLOBAL RESTRUCTURING AND STATE DEVELOPMENTAL CAPACITY

The central explanation for the negative effects of the oil boom
has more to do with the legacies of weakened state capacity in many
Muslim-majority states than state control per se. Korea’s Pohang
Iron and Steel, for example, is state controlled, and yet it “is the
world’s second largest and most cost-efficient steel producer” (Wall
Street Journal, 20 March 1995, p. A12), including a joint venture with
USX in California (Pred 1992; Amsden 1989). OPEC states, in con-
trast, as we shall see below, were marked by feeble state institutions
purporting to uphold the social contract; feeble institutions were
incapable of pursuing a sustained development policy. Their bu-
reaucracies were both bloated and rigid—indeed they were seen as
dumping grounds for patronage by incumbent government. Corrup-
tion was rampant in most political institutions, and networks of
patronage prevented merit-based career advancement. Political in-
stitutions both inhibited democratic initiative and perpetuated eco-
nomic inequality.

Partly as a result of these ineffective and corrupt state institu-
tions, the oil boom did not usher in an era of sustained economic
development, but rather led to windfall profits that were quickly
dissipated. The volatility of international markets exacerbated this
situation. The crash in petroleum prices and the rising indebtedness
of Muslim-majority states in the 1980s were devastating to devel-
opment programs. Even the Saudis are now indebted and forced to
reduce to restructuring programs managed by Western financial
institutions (banks, the International Monetary Fund [IMF], and the
World Bank). Note that Islamists have seized the banner of nation-
alism and challenged the legitimacy of the postcolonial secular state
elites who administer the SAPs. Popular resistance to austerity pro-
grams, both SAPs and local initiatives, has been common in a
number of Muslim-majority states with widely varying political
ideologies (Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Tunisia, Nigeria, Senegal, Paki-
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stan, and Jordan). Just as the petroleum boom united Muslim inter-
ests in opposition to states and corporations that had formerly
controlled their resources, the debt crisis and neoliberal restructur-
ing of Muslim economies has inspired populist resistance and ral-
lied moderates to support the more radical Islamic opposition to
political programs that reduce state subsidies, curtail state invest-
ment, and impoverish those most vulnerable in the Muslim com-
munity. Not only do SAPs violate Muslim prohibitions against
charging interest on debt as well as the state’s obligation to provide
alms to the poor (zakkat)—typically in the form of state subsidies
for basic needs—but also their transparently foreign control, often
depicted as Western Christian or Zionist by anti-imperialist Is-
lamists, rapidly evaporates any shred of legitimacy possessed by
the postcolonial political elites.

Hence even though the crisis of peripheral Fordism has deeper
historically antecedent causes, it is nevertheless true that SAPs, de-
fined here as one of the essential regulatory and disciplining agen-
cies of globalization, stimulate the populist dimension of the Islamic
revival in economically depressed, bureaucratically overburdened,
and politically corrupt states, and since they have yielded few posi-
tive results, they eventually undermine the legitimacy of the pro-
Western states that submit to them. In the everyday life experiences
of the believers, moreover, SAPs confirm the failure of the secular
national state to provide economic security originally promised in
the secular national development project. Equally important, be-
cause SAPs reduce the state’s resources, they encourage the eco-
nomically weak in urban centers to rely on the redistribution of basic
needs (food, medicine, etc.) dispensed by Islamic charities rather
than state social service agencies. In some situations the Islamic or-
ganizations have become a parallel state welfare service. Within
secular states, moreover, SAPs are a boon to militant Islamic nation-
alist tendencies within Islamism, for they confirm to the believers
the utter failure of the postcolonial secular state and the attractive-
ness of the Islamic nationalist alternative.

Islamist Responses to Globalization  299



POLITICAL ISLAM: A NEW EXPRESSION OF
THIRD WORLD NATIONALISM?

According to Islamic political theory, the local, particular, com-
munal (ethnic), or national identity may coexist alongside a univer-
salistic Muslim identity only if the Islamic takes precedence. But the
question of whether a Muslim’s primary political loyalty lies with
his/her national (Islamic) state or with the global Islamic community
(umma) is not a trivial scholastic issue. During the period of decolo-
nization, asserting “nationhood” became the currency exchanged for
obtaining independent statehood. For example, when Pakistan was
established as an Islamic state, its founder (Jinnah) stated that “Mus-
lims are a nation,” despite the fact that about a third of the subcon-
tinent’s Muslims remained in “secular” India and a substantial
proportion were later prevented from emigrating to Pakistan. Is-
lamists committed to political Islam as well as many observant Mus-
lims are torn over the issue of loyalty to a national state over loyalty
to the universal umma. Nevertheless, the pressing weight of the
international state system has worked historically to institutionalize
loyalty to an Islamically legitimized national state, while at a mini-
mum the transnational umma is idealized and praised. But whether
observant Muslims are committed to nationalist or internationalist
strategies, it remains the case that political Islam inspires movements
to challenge the Western concept of secular nationalism and the co-
lonial-origin boundaries of nation-states, most of which became in-
dependent during the Fordist era and the cold war. Challenges to
these identities and boundaries always risk raising the level of ethnic
and sectarian conflict. For Muslims, the seminal issues in this intense
debate are the constitution of Muslim national identity, the legiti-
macy of involuntarily imposed, colonial-origin frontiers and institu-
tions, the loyalty of nationhood versus that of the transnational
umma, and the relationship between radicals and so-called “moder-
ate” Muslims, as well as non-Muslim minorities.

In short, the conflict that deepened Islamic political identity
was between those who aspired to attain an Islamic state and those
who fought to maintain a secular political community. When secular
states were established in Muslim-majority areas under Western
dominance in the decolonization process, Muslim movements, or-
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ganizations, and political parties emerged to oppose secular nation-
alism and Western-dominated state boundaries. Perhaps if secular
states had been strong in Muslim-majority regions, “political Islam”
would have remained encapsulated in political parties and political
organizations, peacefully competing for allegiance and repre-
sentation within the political arena. As other chapters in this volume
have suggested, a strong secular state can mute the political rele-
vance of cultural identity. But in the Muslim-majority areas under
consideration here, secular states, riddled with corruption and
weakened by globalization and liberalization, were not capable of
muting the popularity of political Islam. Ironically, as we shall see
below, the Islamically legitimated state of Malaysia was able to
weather the globalization and liberalization process much more suc-
cessfully than most secular states in Muslim-majority areas and thus
was able to maintain the strength to mute potential cultural conflict.

EXPLAINING HIGH AND LOW COMMUNAL CONFLICT:
A COMPARISON OF THREE CASES

Let us now shift our analysis to a comparison between the Mus-
lim-majority states of Egypt and Algeria, which pursued a secular
nationalist path, and Malaysia, a state that pursued an Islamically
legitimated route to independence. It should be noted at the outset
that virtually all Muslim-majority states have experienced commu-
nal conflict, ethnic clashes, or Islamic insurrections in the past two
decades. Even states that do not appear to be threatened by commu-
nal conflict were forced to cope with it. For example, the Syrians put
down a revolt led by the Muslim Brotherhood by shelling and level-
ling the town of Hammah in 1982; the Saudis called on French secu-
rity forces to put down a Mahdist insurrection in the great Mosque
of Mecca in 1979; Muslims in Indonesia were repressed by the army
in the early 1980s; and Saddam Hussein has successfully crushed
Shi’ite opposition in southern Iraq.

The point here is that both secular nationalist and Islamically
legitimated states have been successfully overcome by Islamic insur-
rectionary movements. For comparative purposes, however, one can
discern polar types of outcomes: one where high communal conflict
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emerges in an endemic and state-threatening way and, alternatively,
situations of low conflict, generating outcomes where state elites
manage to coopt, divide, or repress Islamists, successfully adjust
their economy to the new global realities of post-Fordism, and nego-
tiate bargains with sectarian and ethnic groups. Let us examine some
cases in light of our argument regarding the interaction of globali-
zation, state capacity, and Islamic institutions.

HIGH COMMUNAL CONFLICT: EGYPT AND ALGERIA

In the Egyptian case, rising communal conflict among Muslims
against representatives of the regime of Hosni Mubarak and against
the Coptic Christian minority have now become endemic. The com-
bination of economic decline, corruption, and Islamist resurgence
now threatens to destroy the Mubarak regime. The crisis arises be-
cause of the failure of state-centered development strategies to de-
liver improved living standards and institute democracy, despite
considerable liberalization of the economy under Anwar Sadat and
Mubarak. Since Sadat signed a peace treaty with Israel, thus receiv-
ing about $2.1 billion annually in American aid, Egypt has become
a pivotal ally and the hub of American activity in the region. Over
half the U.S. aid ($1.3 billion) is earmarked for the military. Sending
Egyptian forces to support the Americans in the Gulf War only con-
firmed the Islamist portrait of the regime as a corrupt, subservient
vassal of the United States and thus allowed the Islamists to seize
the banner of nationalism and populism.

Egypt has a population approaching 60 million, about a third
of the Arab world. (In 1992 annual per capita income was $640; total
fertility rate, 3.8 percent; 40 percent of the population was under 15
years [World Bank 1994].) Ecologically constrained to farming in the
Nile Valley, 30–40 percent of the rural population is estimated to be
landless, and 95 percent of the population lives on 5 percent of the
land (Weaver 1995). Burdened with an annual population growth
rate (2.4 percent) that exceeded its per capita growth rate (1.8 per-
cent) between 1980 and 1992, an illiteracy rate of 52 percent, a rising
rate of rural to urban migration, and a state bureaucratic rigidity that
is Pharaonic in origin, the material and ecological conditions provide
a fertile incubator for political Islam and endemic communal con-
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flict. An insightful ethnographic article by Mary Ann Weaver sup-
ports the statistical profile and conveys the flavor of contemporary
Cairo:

People seemed to be living on the edge, as much of the city’s
infrastructure was being reduced to dust. Corruption flourished,
and political stagnation ossified. . . . Every year Egypt produces
more than a hundred thousand university graduates, many of
whom cannot find jobs—in a country whose literacy rate has re-
mained frozen at about 50 per cent. The city’s once astonishing
diversity of cultures and social strata had seemingly been re-
duced to two starkly contrasting poles: poverty, which appeared
to be everywhere, and extraordinary wealth. All across Cairo . . .
it was easy to spot soaring new apartment buildings of glass and
polished chrome and, immediately behind them, narrow labyrin-
thine lanes where half naked children played. . . . The new wealth
[from U.S. aid] also bred a new and ostentatious class, which sur-
rounded Sadat and now surrounds Mubarak. Its members think
little of spending four hundred thousand dollars on a new Mer-
cedes—or a hundred thousand dollars on a daughter’s wedding
at a five-star Cairo hotel. . . . The government’s reputation for
rampant corruption is fueling popular discontent and is being
exploited by the Islamists; it is also leading to growing conster-
nation among Western donors and diplomats. Particularly nettle-
some are the mounting accusations against the Gang of Sons, as
the wheeling-and-dealing sons of key Mubarak officials are
called; two of the most frequently mentioned are the sons of the
President (1995: 55–56).

Egypt’s total external debt roughly doubled between 1980 and
1991, from $20.9 to $40.6 billion, or 67.7 percent of GNP. Even though
a high proportion of external debt is at concessionary terms (37.6
percent), neoliberal pressure for structural adjustment reforms exac-
erbates the mounting organizational paralysis and legitimacy prob-
lems of the Mubarak regime. Evaluating attempts at economic
reform, Richards concludes that the Egyptian government refused to
implement the necessary reforms to generate jobs and raise the
standard of living for its rapidly growing population. Causes in-
clude a “huge but relatively ineffective state” locked into a situation
where neither the state nor the interest groups are strong enough to
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implement their program; the investing classes, moreover, are linked
to highly profitable state contracting, and the Muslim opposition is
strong enough to threaten the regime with chaos if global structural
adjustment policies are implemented (Richards 1991). With a mil-
lion-person bureaucracy representing the core of Mubarak’s patron-
age powers, economic liberalism clashes head-on with the tottering
regime’s survival instincts. According to a former Egyptian govern-
ment official, “Asking Mubarak to privatize is like asking him to take
off the only suit of clothes he owns” (cited in Kaplan 1994b: 42).

If a reorientation to the new global economy is unlikely and
state capacity to carry out a developmental project is enfeebled, the
regime’s survival increasingly depends on the American alliance for
funding and legitimacy in the global system. But legitimacy, even
among the Americans, is fading rapidly. Recent articles by Weaver
and Kaplan present scathing indictments of Egypt’s security prac-
tices and human rights record. Indiscriminate brutality, mass arrests
of suspects, family members (even children) routinely tortured with
electric shock, indefinite incarceration of prisoners, and the “disap-
pearing” of suspects “are not just morally wrong—they are making
enemies for Mubarak where none existed” (Kaplan 1994a: 43–44).

The story of the murder of one of Egypt’s leading human rights
lawyers, Abdel Harith Madani, while under police interrogation il-
lustrates the illegitimacy of the regime. After Amnesty International,
Human Rights Watch, and later the American embassy, joined by the
Islamist-controlled syndicates of lawyers and doctors, insisted on an
independent autopsy, Madani was found to have seventeen wounds,
“including punctures with a sharp instrument,” and to have been
beaten to death. His family was not permitted to pray at his grave
during the obligatory forty-day Muslim grieving period (Weaver
1995: 63). Given Mubarak’s denunciation of human rights activists
and the moderate wing of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Weaver
interview, just how long Mubarak lasts in this quagmire depends on
the combined whims of the Egyptian military and the ability of U.S.
national security spin doctors to convince the electorate that the
regime serves American interests.

Obviously the full spectrum of the Islamic opposition—Islamic
nationalists, Islamists, revolutionary insurrectionists, and main-
stream Muslim activists such as the moderate wing of the Muslim
Brotherhood—thrive in such a decadent and repressive environ-
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ment. In the past two decades, the entire spectrum of Egyptian po-
litical discourse, including the government, has shifted in the Islamic
direction. Social services such as education, health, and charity are
increasingly provided by Islamic agencies. Disaster assistance after
a recent earthquake was undertaken by a voluntarist Muslim organi-
zation in the face of state paralysis. Even Richards, while arguing
that liberal economic restructuring offers the only solution, acknow-
ledges that a “weak and often incompetent state with diminished
legitimacy must now implement unpopular economic reforms” and
“by now widespread popular disgust may translate into increasing
support for extremist Islamists” (1991: 17).

State educational institutions have now become incubators of
Islamist militancy within the state itself. To gauge the Islamists’ pres-
ence among youth and the educational institutions, Weaver inter-
viewed the minister of education, who had recently announced that
“the Islamists had successfully infiltrated primary, preparatory and
secondary schools all over Egypt. . . . I couldn’t believe how many
fundamentalist teachers we had in schools” (cited in Weaver 1995:
64). Weaver goes on to describe sources of funding for the parallel
services sector of the Islamist movement: support offices now exist
in thirty countries; funds are transferred through banks, founda-
tions, and mosques. Her conclusion after a most revealing interview
with Mubarak—who himself states “We are in a mess”—was that
Mubarak blamed all Islamic terrorism on the Muslim Brotherhood
and that “a severe crackdown on the Brotherhood was imminent”
(Weaver 1995: 67).

Tourism, which generated over $2 billion in badly need foreign
exchange earnings before the Gulf War, collapsed when armed radi-
cal Islamic sects targeted the industry by killing tourists. A second
target has been the Christian Coptic minorities, estimated to be 6–10
percent of the Egyptian population. Copts, representatives of the
secular elite (e.g., Naguib Mahfouz, the Nobel Prize winner), and
high government officials are the most significant victims of the
violence. In the south—i.e. upper Egypt—radical Islamic groups and
the security forces are engaged in a low-intensity civil war with
security forces, while in Cairo sectarian and communal conflict are
common.

While it is clear that the combination of economic decline, in-
creasing external pressure for economic reform, and rising Islamist
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activism threatens the success of the Mubarak government’s feeble
reform program, it is unclear whether the military would allow an
alternative Islamic government to assume power through open, plu-
ralist elections, or, if elected, whether the Islamists could force a
coalition capable of institutionalizing an Islamic version of state-led
development with sufficient reform vis-à-vis the global economic
system. Like all oppositional populist movements guided by a uto-
pian version of a “golden age” (i.e., Medina), the potential of the
Islamist alternative depends on its capacity to transform the cultural
solidarity, social discipline, and informally organized services into
an alliance capable of delivering existing services and coping with
the development demands of the new global economy.

Recent research and journalistic accounts confirm the corrup-
tion and weakness of Mubarak, widespread human rights violations
by the security forces, and declining living standards for the major-
ity. There is little doubt that if free elections were held and the Is-
lamists managed not to divide their strength, an Islamist
government could arise under the leadership of the moderate wing
of the Muslim Brotherhood. In the Egyptian case, therefore, the in-
tersection of globalization, feeble state capacity to reorient the econ-
omy to new global economic realities, continuing dependence on the
United States for aid in exchange for serving as regional ally, and
rising inequality stoke the flames of the Islamist political project by
offering Islamists the nationalist banner by default. Endemic com-
munal conflict will continue unless a radical shift in policy occurs,
probably through a coup or, less likely, an unexpected shift in social
support toward the Islamists, which would then force the Americans
(who Mubarak believes are talking to the Islamists) to accept a new
Islamist regime as the only viable alternative (Weaver 1995).

A second secular nationalist state, Algeria, achieved inde-
pendence after a bloody civil war and over 130 years of “White
Settler” French colonialism. Unlike Egypt, Algeria does not have a
precolonial history of rule by a legitimate and/or deeply rooted
state. Without this historical resource, the state and the nation had
to be constructed by the National Liberation Front (FLN) in the face
of opposition and indifference from communities fragmented by ge-
ography, ethnicity, region, language, and (most important) their de-
gree of assimilation into French culture. Resistance to centralized
rule has a long history, one that manifested itself in nationalist, mil-
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lenarian, and populist movements, most recently expressed as Is-
lamic resistance to French colonialism during the independence
movement.

Currently Algeria has fallen into civil war, with over 30,000
deaths reported by the regime (but not certified by others). Many
reports place that figure at 60,000. Since 1975 the regime has followed
the standard script of the petroleum-boom-driven rentier state de-
scribed above—a strategy marked by euphoria, corruption, expan-
sion of education, increasing inequality, neglect of agriculture, a
bloated, inefficient public service, massive rural to urban migration,
and a poorly conceived, state-centered industrialization strategy fa-
voring heavy industry.

In the 1970s and 1980s Algeria’s annual population growth rate
surpassed 3 percent; the population now totals 28 million. Petro-
leum-driven economic growth (5.2 percent in 1984) declined rapidly
to -2.7 percent by 1988 (Ruedy, ed. 1994: 81). Here an archetypical
centrally planned, oil-exporting, state-centered industrial regime ac-
cumulated one of the largest per capita external debts in the world
($23 billion). Unfortunately the economic crisis associated with the
end of the petroleum boom occurred at a time when vast cohorts of
students were thrust onto the labor market by the highly elitist,
French-inspired educational system, which consumed 10 percent of
GNP annually. For example, in the 1980s, 75–82 percent of secondary
students sitting for the baccalaureate examination failed, only to join
the 400,000 to 500,000 students rejected elsewhere from the educa-
tional system (Ruedy, ed. 1994: 83).

Faced with a staggering debt crisis and escalating unemploy-
ment, the liberal reformist faction of the government of Chadli Ben-
jedid tried to reorient Algeria’s relationship to the global economy
by initiating an austerity program (Roberts 1994). Ironically prob-
ably more severe than an IMF SAP, Chadli’s austerity program
smashed already shrinking standards of living for the urban popu-
lation, reduced the availability of essential commodities, and further
spiked unemployment, especially of secondary and university
graduates. Tensions fed by austerity reached a crescendo in October
1988, when rioting urban youths threatened civil order and the army
fired point blank at the demonstrators, leaving at least 200 dead.
Recognizing the need to shift gears toward economic and political
liberalization, the Chadli government initiated a political and eco-
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nomic reform program that produced a pluralist political constitu-
tion guaranteeing open elections even to the then fragmented Is-
lamist movements.

Seizing this constitutional opportunity, the Islamist groups
used their superior organization, based upon urban mosques, to
recruit alienated youths into their movement in preparation for
democratic elections. The key Islamist group, the Islamic Salvation
Front (FIS), now a political party, “represented a complex synthesis
of Islamist notions and the long established traditions of populism
and nationalism . . . well described as an Islamic populist rather
than and Islamist party” because “the radicalism of its rhetoric and
the scale of its ambitions expressed the degree of popular alienation
from the state” (Roberts 1994: 4). Hence the pivotal resource of the
FIS was to claim and to define as Islamist Algeria’s populist-nation-
alist discourse. The rest is history. After winning majorities in 55
assemblies (June 1990), the FIS and its Islamist allies shocked the
world in December 1991 by triumphing in the first round of the
elections for the National Assembly, winning 54.7 percent of the
votes cast.

Alarmed by the threat of a democratically elected Islamist gov-
ernment and bolstered by French support, the Algerian army dis-
missed the Chadli government, canceled the second round of
elections for the National Assembly, declared a state of emergency
(February 1992), and finally, after imprisoning its leaders, Abassi
Madani and Ali Ben Hadj, outlawed the FIS in March. Not surpris-
ingly, in a logic consistent with Thomas Jefferson’s, the FIS and like-
minded Islamist groups (e.g., the Armed Islamic Group) declared
that if democratic alternatives were blocked by the army, they would
shift their tactics and engage the army militarily. Since the closing of
the democratic option by the Algerian army, Algeria has drifted to-
ward civil war and social chaos, typically punctuated by reports of
firefights, assassinations, prison riots, bombings, airline hijackings,
demands for compensation for French colonialism, and plans to ig-
nite airplanes over Paris, as well as the murdering of Berber celebri-
ties, girls without proper head coverings, and foreign technicians.
One of the central tragedies of the Algerian situation is that the
democratic opening enabled a distinct Berber-speaking regional
movement to emerge, but unfortunately it was caught in the civil
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was between the army and the Islamists, who of course disapprove
of ethnic nationalism like “Berberism.”

International alliances have exacerbated the crisis of cultural
conflict. As noted above, France backed the army, supported the
“secular” regime financially, and supplied it with intelligence. It has
therefore become the target of armed Islamist opposition. The na-
tional and populist content of the Islamist program, quite reasonably
for an Arab-majority nation, calls for Arabization of education and
the reduction of dependence on elite French standards. Above all,
Arabization both displaces the French-educated technocrats, now
favoring economic liberalization (according to Roberts 1994), and
threatens French interests in the region, such as a natural gas pipe-
line to the European Union (EU). With over 300,000 citizens resident
in Africa, France’s African policy has become the major obstacle to
resolution of the Algerian crisis (New York Times, 13 March 1995, p.
A5; Roberts 1994). Taking this line of reasoning, Roberts argues that
prior to its banning, the FIS was complicit with Chadli in a mutual
acceptance, along with French-educated technocrats, of rapid liber-
alization of the economy (Roberts 1994).

In meetings in Rome during November 1994 and January 1995,
Algerian parties representing 82 percent of the votes cast in the Na-
tional Assembly elections signed a pathbreaking agreement calling for
the legalization of the FIS, a commitment to democratic principles
(such as accepting being voted out of office), fundamental liberties,
political pluralism and universal suffrage, and the renunciation of
violence. The recognition of pluralism is an important concession by
the FIS, for it moves it away from a more rigid Islamist state position.
It also reassures the Berber-speaking groups (17 percent), who op-
posed both the radical Islamists and the army’s assumption of power
(New York Times, 5 March 1995, p. E4). Neither the army nor its French
backers embraced this accord as a basis for peace, so the Algerian
government remained divided and the war continued (Roberts 1994).

In the midst of this war, however, in late 1995, the government
held elections amid calls for a boycott and threats of violence. None-
theless, with a surprisingly large voter turnout, retired general
Liamine Zeroual, a secular moderate, was elected president. Calling
for a national dialogue with Islamic opponents and releasing Islamic
militants from prison, he attempted to drive a wedge between those
militants who were willing to negotiate and those who simply want

Islamist Responses to Globalization  309



to overthrow the regime. Indeed FIS leaders recognized the legiti-
macy of the election and called on Zeroual to open a dialogue with
Islamic leaders. Others in the FIS claimed that the war would con-
tinue. Sporadic violence did continue after Zeroual refused to nego-
tiate with militants.

In sum, both Egypt and Algeria have failed to adjust their in-
dustrial and export strategy to the new global economy and have
retained bloated, incompetent statist bureaucracies and pursued
SAPs that smashed living standards. While it is not inevitable that
SAPs lead to Islamist insurrections, these two are paradigmatic ex-
amples illustrating how the combination of new global demands,
state incapacity, and specific Islamic institutions combined to enable
the Islamists to seize the leadership of a long-standing nationalist
and populist discourse and to plunge both states into situations of
high communal conflict.

LOW CONFLICT: MALAYSIA

Globalization and the absence of state capacity to sustain a de-
velopmental project proved to be critical for the states experiencing
high communal conflict. It is not, however, the existence of Islamic
institutions that is the cause of that conflict. When one examines the
role of Islamic institutions and movements more broadly, it is appar-
ent that states that emerged from colonialism via “indirect rule,”
guided by cohesive, Islamically legitimated elite institutions, tend to
weather the onslaught of political Islam better than those espousing
a more secular nationalist program.

Typically in Muslim-majority states, during the transition to
independence, where landed Islamic elites became ensconced within
the civil service and their scions formed the political class, neither
the emerging political elite nor the postcolonial state shared the same
questionable status as the secular states in the eyes of Islamists.
Rather, for Islamists the secular state’s errors were royalism, abso-
lutism, nepotism, decadence, corruption, and political alliances with
Western states. Secular regimes have always been sensitive to Islamic
public opinion, usually maintaining their own ulama, who issued
opinions (fatwas) supporting royalist, politically conservative inter-
pretations of state policies while supporting Islamic populist posi-
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tions when convenient. An Islamically legitimated state, on the other
hand, was less likely than its secular counterparts to disturb civil
society with overtly modernist ideology and development projects
that disrupted community cohesion.

Malaysia is the paradigmatic case of an Islamically legitimated
state that is well on its way to becoming economically successful.
The United Malay Nationalist Organization (UMNO) was founded
by sons of the Malay ruling class in order to protect Malay privileges
against immigrant Chinese interests that thrived within the colonial
economy. UMNO has controlled the state in alliance with elites from
the Chinese and Indian communities from the time of independence
(1957) until the present.

The “bargain” struck at independence granted the Malays spe-
cial privileges in the political realm and the Chinese minority free-
dom to compete as Malaysian citizens in the economic realm. For the
Malays the bargain meant Islam as the official religion, but not an
“Islamic” state; a rotating sultan from the nine federated Malay
states as head of state; and, most important, the delegation to the
sultan of each state a considerable amount of power over land, aris-
tocratic titles, and the administration of Islamic law and institutional
affairs. Shari’a courts in each state had jurisdiction over Muslims,
who had to acknowledge their state’s sultan as a religious authority.
Finally, the newly independent state’s authority was strengthened
by internal security laws which originated in colonial Malaya’s cam-
paign against Communist insurgents but were later used to detain
without trial competitors from oppositional movements or rival po-
litical parties. Yet, unlike in Egypt or Algeria, competitive elections
are held within UMNO and in the polity as a whole, even while a
trend toward “soft authoritarianism” is unmistakable given the
enormous power wielded by the UMNO-led alliance (Johnson 1987).

A pivotal event occurred in May 1969, when communal rioting
erupted between Chinese and Malays after a Chinese election vic-
tory. After a period of emergency rule, a New Economic Policy (NEP)
was implemented from 1971 to 1991. The NEP initiated a program
of truly massive state intervention into Malaysia’s economy and so-
ciety, developed in response to ethnonationalist pressure from Malay
capital and the shock from the racial riots of 1969 (Shamsul 1986). To
summarize a complex political and legal process, the NEP (1971) was
designed to (1) eliminate absolute poverty, especially among the Ma-
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lay peasantry; (2) abolish the correlation between occupation and
ethnicity through an “affirmative action” program requiring quotas
for Malays in education, employment, and government contracts;
and (3) restructure the ownership of corporate equity holdings
through state funding of Bumiputera (i.e., Malay and other indige-
nous peoples’) “trust agencies,” which purchase and hold equities
for the Bumiputera community. To achieve the last goal, the NEP
authorized trust agencies to restructure corporate equity ownership
among ethnic groups such that, by 1990, the equity share target for
Bumiputera would have increased from 1.9 to 30 percent; for other
Malaysians (Chinese and Indians) it would be increased from 23.5 to
40 percent, and for foreigners it would be reduced from 60.7 to 30
percent (Malaysia 1973).

Compared to virtually all Muslim-majority states from 1970 to
1990, the NEP’s achievements are extremely impressive: total abso-
lute poverty in peninsular Malaysia was reduced from 49.3 to 15
percent, and among Malays from 65 to 20.8 percent; Malay (i.e. Bu-
miputera) equity holdings increased from 2.4 to at least 20.3 percent,
depending on how one accounts for shares held by nominees (8.4
percent) (Jomo 1989). With regard to global relations, strong state
intervention in favor of income distribution and the ethnic restruc-
turing of the economy was balanced by a moderate shift in industrial
strategy from import-substitution industrialization to EOI. The pro-
motion of Free Trade Zones (FTZs), though initially intended to sop
up unemployment and sources of urban conflict, encouraged tran-
snational corporations to locate final-state assembly (especially elec-
tronics) in Malaysia, where the local Chinese business and industrial
class developed modest linkages and provided engineering and
skilled labor. Since the 1970s, despite petroleum, rubber, palm, and
lumber exports, Malaysia has shifted away from commodity exports
and reoriented its export strategy toward manufactured goods. Rep-
resenting just 8.6 percent of GDP in 1960, manufacturing more than
tripled by 1992 to 26.8 percent of GDP (Bruton 1992). Even more
remarkable was the growth of manufactured exports: gross export
revenues from manufacturing grew at an average of 24.1 percent per
year between 1971 and 1992. The share of manufacturing exports in
total merchandise exports rose rapidly from 11.9 percent in 1970 to
68.5 percent in 1992, probably surpassing 70 percent in 1993 (Econo-
mist Intelligence Unit 1 [1994]: 28). Nor is the rise in manufactures
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solely located in FTZs. While EOI began in the FTZs in 1971, their
share of manufactured exports has declined to about 40 percent in
1989, down from 70 percent in 1980 (World Bank 1993: 135).

By 1989 the financial press had declared Malaysia an NIC (Far
Eastern Economic Review 7 [September 1989]: 96; Economist 3 [Septem-
ber 1988]: 67). In fact, Malaysia now suffers from a labor shortage,
especially acute among skilled electronics workers. The demand for
labor attracts an estimated 1–1.5 million workers from the neighbor-
ing states of Indonesia, Philippines, Bangladesh, and Thailand to
work in plantations, construction, domestic service, and manufac-
turing.

In the political realm, UMNO has constructed an elite alliance
with representatives of the Chinese business community and formed
an alliance that includes the Indian minority (circa 10 percent, about
one-third of whom are Muslim). It is an ethnic alliance of accumula-
tion, dependent in large part, to be sure, on foreign direct invest-
ment, but one that benefits most Malaysians, despite legitimate
complaints about rising income inequality among the Malays, sys-
temic corruption within UMNO, dependence on international firms,
and the rentier character of the emergent Malay bourgeoisie (Lubeck
1992; Gomez 1994; Jomo, ed. 1995).

Unlike most Muslim-majority states, therefore, Malaysia’s in-
come distribution, EOI, and economic restructuring policies facili-
tated the absorption of rural-born emigrants to the urban-industrial
sector. Similarly, elite bargaining created ethnic alliances, and the
fear of communal violence encouraged compromises, greased by
the distribution of rents and political booty to those who were loyal
to the alliance. By shifting to EOI and electronics exports while
simultaneously reducing the weight of a costly venture into state-
centered, heavy industrial projects after 1987, Malaysia successfully
reoriented its economy and society toward the post-Fordist envi-
ronment in a way that has enabled it to emerge as a niche location
for final-state electronics production within a wider global division
of labor.

If structural factors such as adjustment to global restructuring,
income redistribution policies, and state capacity to implement a
development project are positive in the Malaysian case, what has
been the role of Islamic institutions and movements in determining
the incidence of sectarian and communal conflict? Ironically, in con-
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trast to neoliberal formulae, it was the ethnic violence of 1969, com-
bined with the space granted to state-centered economic develop-
ment and ethnic restructuring in the 1980s, that grounded the
political foundation for Malaysia’s relative success.

Malays have always made their Islamic identity central to their
ethnic identity; indeed the federal constitution’s “main criterion in
the definition of a Malay is that he or she must be a Muslim” (Mutalib
1990). Yet in spite of UMNO’s hegemony, the Islamic discourse is
varied and contested by parties and movements. For example, PAS,
the opposition Malay-based political party advocating an Islamic
state since its founding in 1951, actually opposes the nonuniversal-
istic ethnic preferences of the NEP on Islamic grounds, calling in-
stead for universality and unity within the umma. Because the NEP
excludes non-Malay Muslims, PSA has denounced the preferences
as chauvinist and as a policy “that has only succeeded in creating a
wealthy middle class and a handful of Malay millionaires” (Muzaf-
far 1987: 57). PAS represents an Islamic nationalist tendency whose
social base is strongest among the ulama in the northern states, es-
pecially Kelantan, where it governed from 1959 to 1977 and where it
continues to rule in opposition to UMNO.

Political Islam has indeed posed a threat. In the aftermath of the
Iranian revolution and the upswing in the global Islamic revival, the
Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement (ABIM) took center stage under
the influence of an organizationally skilled and charismatic speaker
named Anwar Ibrahim. Inspired by the revolutionary zeal of Irani-
ans yet claiming affinity with the Muslim Brotherhood and
Maududi’s Jamaat-Islami of Pakistan, as well as funding from Ku-
wait and Saudi Arabia, ABIM advocated an Islamic state to replace
Malaysia’s quasi-secular state, the replacement of civil law with law
based upon the Shari’a, and the Islamization of Malay institutions.
Like the Muslim Brotherhood, it set up schools, seminars, publica-
tions, and services for its membership.

While tactical shifts are common among Malay Muslims, such
as PAS participation in a government of national unity in the 1970s
in the aftermath of the riots, ABIM was faced with the unexpected
decision of Anwar Ibrahim to stand as an UMNO candidate against
a PAS candidate in the 1982 general elections (Jomo and Cheek 198).
His father had represented the constituency for UMNO, so Ibrahim’s
new alliance with Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohammed com-
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bines elite continuity and the generational reproduction of UMNO,
as well as the emergence of an urban, commoner, Western-educated
yet Islamist faction as a powerful force within UMNO. Justified by
his supporters as an infiltration of UMNO by ABIM, the alliance
ushered in UMNO’s Islamization program, designed to shift its dis-
course in the direction of Islamic reformism, coopt challengers like
Ibrahim, and eventually tame it by denouncing and proscribing
what they called violent, fanatical, and extreme tendencies of the
Islamist movements (Jomo and Cheek 1988; Mutalib 1990).

Thus far UMNO’s strategy appears successful. Anwar Ibra-
him’s meteoric rise in the UMNO government, from minister of edu-
cation to minister of finance and recently to deputy prime minister,
confirms the demonstrated political capacity of the Malay political
elite to absorb the Islamist challenge and, because of its aristocratic
origins, to open recruitment to commoners like Ibrahim. It appears
that a generational succession is nearly complete.

While there was little large-scale sectarian or ethnic conflict
during the export boom (1987–95), Malaysian officials have voiced
concern over the recruitment of Malay students overseas by radical
Islamic groups. The global organization of international Islamist net-
works operating as student associations at both Western and Islamic
universities appears to have recruited Malaysian students into the
Islamist fold, provoking the government to break up large groups of
students and to send counselors abroad. Groups affiliated with the
Muslim Brotherhood, such as Jema’ah Islam Malaysia (JIM), are al-
leged to be “very radical and very erudite. Many of its members are
professionals” (according to columnist Ghani Ismail in Far Eastern
Economic Review, 26 may 1994, p. 36).

In 1994 Mahathir demonstrated UMNO’s power over the dis-
course of Islam by outlawing as heretical a messianic, communalist
Sufi group—al-Arqam—and forcing its leader to recant his writings
in a televised press conference. “Mahathir apparently acted after 19
Malaysian women students of the Al-Arqam sect were arrested in
Cairo five months ago. The women were accused of associating with
Islamic extremist groups in Egypt” (Far Eastern Economic Review 11
August 1994, p. 25). Here the global present of Islamist movements
challenges state capacity to tame and coopt the next generation of
Islamist activists, a far simpler task if full employment reigns. None-
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theless, the government thus far has demonstrated that it is up to the
task.

CONCLUSIONS

The findings of the comparative analysis can be summarized as
follows. State institutions in both Egypt and Algeria were riddled
with corruption and marked by patronage systems that weakened
democratic practices and perpetuated social and economic inequal-
ity. The Algerian state suffered from the more extreme weakness of
the two in that the legitimacy of the state never became deeply
rooted after independence. This institutional weakness, however,
was masked by the oil boom that allowed the state to expand em-
ployment, thereby propping up government legitimacy. With no sys-
tem in either country of preferential resource allocation based on
cultural criteria, political Islam was relatively weak, particularly
during the Fordist period of state-led development and the oil boom.

Although the seeds of political Islam were planted much earlier
and although Islam itself has an important political component, I
have argued here that the success of political Islam in these two
states coincides with the breakdown of Fordism. Fordism was asso-
ciated with steady economic growth and rising incomes, and it en-
couraged state intervention in the economy. It was during this period
that elites successfully subordinated political Islam to state-led de-
velopment goals. But with the first oil shock of 1973, the Fordist era
ended, and more intense integration into the international economy
began. While the oil shock initially created a surge of state-centered
development in oil-exporting states, the development projects initi-
ated during this period were inefficient and uncompetitive. And oil
rents were an unearned windfall rather than capital carefully accu-
mulated. They thus led to an artificial increase in income and a rapid
increase in rural to urban migration, causing a decrease in domestic
agricultural production. This led to increased integration in the in-
ternational economy, with vastly expanded imports of food and
other materials.

Once the rents were spent, the resources available to society and
the state dried up. Drastic economic decline in both Algeria and
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Egypt left large numbers of the unemployed to fend for themselves.
Political elites began to borrow on world markets but were unable
to generate enough income to service the debt. SAPs mandated by
lending institutions led initially to lower income levels, increased
social inequality, reduced state subsidies, and government with-
drawal from welfare programs. Desperate for resources, both states
sought external allies that would provide aid to prop up their secular
regimes and provide them with continuing legitimacy in the global
system. While Egypt increased its dependence on the United States,
Algeria increased its dependence on France.

In this environment of increasing economic hardship and obvi-
ous failure of the secular nationalist state to provide for the economic
security of society, political Islam, with its offer of spiritual hope for
a better future, found fertile ground. Islamic groups were able to
point out that SAPs violated Muslim prohibitions and that the with-
drawal of the state from its allocative responsibilities violated the
obligation to provide alms to the poor. Their rhetoric also pointed to
IMF conditionality requirements as instruments of foreign control
over Islamic societies. With each attack on government policies, the
legitimacy of the secular national state weakened. Because the state
also had fewer resources to coopt potential recruits of the Islamic
opposition into government programs or employment, political Is-
lam gained new supporters. As their ranks swelled, groups espous-
ing political Islam became bolder in their demands for an Islamic
state.

The groups who were most successful in gaining adherents
were not those groups who could offer only an alternative political
identity, like Gamma and Islamic Jihad. The most powerful groups
were the FIS and the Muslim Brotherhood, who possessed vast net-
works of charitable associations, welfare services, schools, and hos-
pitals that could offer tangible benefits to needy populations.
Transnational networks of Islamic groups formed the resource base
for these projects.

Radical groups in both countries, however, perpetrated acts of
violence. In Egypt the radical Gamma and the Egyptian security
forces became engaged in a low-intensity civil war. But as in India,
the military apparatus of the state remained strong enough to quell
the worst violence. In Algeria the state was not strong enough to
suppress organized political Islam, and the result was civil war.
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Malaysia tells a different story. Like the other Muslim-majority
states, Malaysia experienced steady economic growth and rising in-
comes between 1945 and 1974. After the 1969 riots between Chinese
and Malay populations, flexible political institutions allowed elites
to construct a program for economic distribution along cultural
lines, as well as affirmative action programs. In contrast to Egypt
and Algeria, with the oil boom, oil rents were converted into capital
for investment in development. Malaysia’s equitable income distri-
bution, EOI, and economic restructuring policies distributed an ex-
panding economic pie to broad sectors of the population, increasing
loyalty to the state and thereby increasing state capacity. Elite bar-
gaining created ethnic alliances that encouraged political compro-
mise. Compromises were credible because elites had ample
resources to distribute to loyal supporters. And a strong and flexible
party system absorbed and thus neutralized extreme Islamist move-
ments. Malaysia, with a diverse cultural population and an Islami-
cally legitimated state, remained at peace.
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CULTURAL CONFLICT IN INDIA:
PUNJAB AND KASHMIR

Nirvikar Singh

The conflicts in Punjab and Kashmir, two of the most visible
and violent in recent Indian history, provide a natural case study for
the causes of cultural conflict.1 These two regions differ in many
ways—language, religion, culture, and geography, to name just a
few. Yet in both states ethnicity and religion have become politicized
in surprisingly similar ways. Both these conflicts involve issues of
cultural identity. They are often labeled ethnic or sectarian conflicts,
with the assumption that this labeling explains them.

In this chapter, I take issue with this perspective. I will examine
the ways in which each state’s respective relationship to the institu-
tions of the Indian central state has served as the focal point for the
creation and maintenance of cultural identity. Despite the professed
goal of secularism, the Indian state has enabled and even caused
ethnic cleavages to become politically charged. In the pages to fol-
low, I treat each case independently, starting with Punjab and then
turning to Kashmir. In the final section I relate and compare the two
cases, especially with regard to the role of the broader economic,
political, and institutional forces at work.

PUNJAB

The case of Punjab provides an excellent illustration of the central
propositions guiding this volume. As I shall demonstrate below, his-
torical policies of discrimination and privilege gradually politicized
the religious and cultural identity of the Sikhs. Each time central
power collapsed or weakened, that political relevance deepened un-
der the leadership of political entrepreneurs—like Ranjit Singh in the
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late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and Jarnail Singh Bhindran-
wale in the 1980s. In the current period, economic factors originating
in an environment of economic globalization, particularly the 1973 oil
crisis, dealt a severe blow to an already weakening central regime,
providing a permissive environment for the escalation of cultural
conflict. Economic policies in the wake of the Green Revolution also
exacerbated perceptions of injustice and served to politically mobilize
the Sikh population. “Bandwagoning effects” escalated this conflict
to violence.

THE HISTORICAL TRANSFORMATION OF CULTURAL IDENTITY

The history of the Sikhs, who form a significant religious group
in Punjab, contradicts the view that the kinds of conflicts we observe
in the world today are primarily the result of primordially motivated
tribal struggle. The Sikh religion has a relatively modern beginning,
in the sixteenth century, and the history of its development, the proc-
ess by which it differentiated itself from other, neighboring tradi-
tions, and the resulting conflicts have been well charted.2 As we shall
see below, Sikh political identity was constructed in response to
changes in external circumstances and pressures; it was never fixed
and immutable. Perhaps most important, institutional constraints
and incentives have been key in shaping the political relevance of
ethnic identity.

Guru Nanak, considered the founder of the Sikh religion,
preached in the early sixteenth century a message of inclusive and
mystical salvation, wedded to a practical approach to daily living.
Within a hundred years, his community of disciples (the literal
meaning of sikh) had established its own script for the regional lan-
guage, sites of pilgrimage and congregation, collective wealth, and
a set of hierarchical institutions. The role of the guru took on an
aspect of temporal or political as well as spiritual leadership.

The egalitarianism of the spiritual message found many con-
verts in Punjab. This was a region that had been in the path of the
Mughal and all previous invaders of India and was therefore in the
capital firmly under the control of the Mughal emperors, who exer-
cised their control through regional governors. These authorities be-
came increasingly concerned with the growing popularity of the
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Sikh religion and its potential as an alternative source of social
authority. As Sikhdom grew in popularity, the potential for conflict
with the central authorities grew as well.

Conflict manifested itself with the arrest and death by torture
of the fifth Sikh guru. By the last quarter of the seventeenth century,
another Sikh guru had been executed by the Mughals, and there
began a period of almost continual conflict, often in the form of
guerrilla warfare. Tradition has it that the seeds of the struggle lay
in unequal treatment of Hindus relative to Muslims by the later
Mughals and the rulers’ attempts to aggressively proselytize their
religion. (The Sikhs were a distinct community by this stage, but
since the boundary of the term “Hindu” is itself vague, some would
include the Sikhs of the time in that category.) The religious element
of the conflict, however, cannot be the whole story because there was
continued conflict among Hindu rulers subjugated by the Mughals
and between them and the Sikhs as well. Indeed the conflict was
equally if not more motivated by a political struggle for the control
of resources. The lack of well-functioning institutions for mediating
conflict implied that the conflict would often be openly violent.

The argument underlying the above narrative can be stated
more explicitly. People chose to become Sikhs because it enhanced
their lives in tangible and intangible ways. The more people joined
this community, the greater the rewards to joining and the greater
its power for collective political action. Therefore the Sikhs came to
be perceived as a threat to the political authority of the center, pos-
sibly including its ability to raise revenue from the region in which
Sikhs lived. The center’s response was to reduce the attractiveness
of being a Sikh by coercive means. Coercion and hegemony caused
the Sikhs to redefine the community in a politically relevant way.
This redefinition included an enhanced communal recognition of the
value of martyrdom and a hardening of the boundaries of Sikhism
through the adoption of a set of external symbols. Indeed this early
period illustrates the bandwagoning effects that led to identity poli-
tics discussed in the introduction to this volume. In terms of cost-
benefit calculus, while it might have been costlier to become a Sikh,
the perceived benefits were enhanced through this process, and the
costs of switching back were also raised.3

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, Sikhs were close to
their modern cultural and political identity. This evolution resulted
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from a rapid decay in the power of the center. There followed a
period of violence as power was contested all over India, including
Punjab. Memories of persecution had solidified political unity
among Sikhs, and that unity gave them the resources to set up
autonomous domains in the absence of imperial power. Individual
domains were later unified by the late eighteenth century by Ranjit
Singh, the ruler of one of those domains, who established a Sikh
kingdom in Punjab. The Sikh identity flourished, as it was associated
with political power.4

During the eighteenth century, however, the British East India
Company rapidly filled the power vacuum left by the Mughals, and
the resulting shifts in the institutions of power had important con-
sequences for the political relevance of cultural identity in India. By
the time of Ranjit Singh’s death in 1839, Punjab was almost the only
major region of India not under British domination. Ten years later,
by relying heavily on mercenaries recruited from other parts of In-
dia, the British were able to defeat the Sikhs and bring them under
their control.

This period, following the collapse of the Sikh kingdom in Pun-
jab and the consolidation of British rule over India (control of India
passed formally from the East India Company to the British crown),
saw a rapid decline in the prestige and value of the distinctive Sikh
identity. That decline, however, did not last long; in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century, members of a new urban professional class
among Sikhs began to fashion a response to the challenge posed by
the alien British culture, technology, and values. The response was
to create a stronger collective identity that could stand up to the
onslaught of superior European technology and the values that came
with it. That effort was ironically facilitated by British policy as well.
As part of an inducement strategy, the British actively encouraged
Sikh recruits into the British Indian Army to maintain the symbols
and observances of their religion.

The politicization of cultural identity in nineteenth-century In-
dia was also encouraged by British practices of divide and rule and
the institutions that implemented that practice. The British based
political representation of the Indian population on religious and
communal identities; this naturally reinforced and politicized those
identities, hardened cultural boundaries, and increased political
competition among cultural groups. Muslims and Hindus were also
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trying to shore up their own cultural identities in the face of Euro-
pean cultural, technological, and political hegemony; in colonial
governance structures each group argued for representation based
on its unique cultural identity. The British strategy of dividing the
potentially politically powerful population seemed to succeed.

Indeed throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century, a
movement for Indian independence gained momentum. The Indian
National Congress (INC), as its name suggests, attempted to create
a national identity rather than numerous political identities based
on ethnicity or religion. But this movement was only partly success-
ful. As would later be the case in Yugoslavia, where many Croats saw
a unified Yugoslav state as a cover for Serb dominance, leaders of
many smaller cultural groups in India viewed the National Congress
as dominated by Hindus, with their cultural identity suppressed in
the political realm only as a matter of expedience. The rise of the
Muslim League and eventual partition were the consequences of this
suspicion, which was certainly exploited by the British to their short-
term advantage.

Thus by the beginning of the twentieth century, Sikh cultural
identity had become politically relevant through the process of re-
sistance to domination and through increasing autonomy when
dominant powers weakened. Under British control and under the
British policy of divide and rule, religious identities gained even
more importance in the distribution of political resources. In extreme
cases, economic power and prestige led to religious conversions, and
Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims, and Christians all competed according to
the logic of identity politics.

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, a resur-
gent Sikh religious identity took hold in Punjab, centered on the
contested control of Sikh religious shrines, which the British had
allowed to be consolidated in the hands of corrupt hereditary func-
tionaries.5 The struggle to wrest control of the shrines was both sym-
bolic and material; the shrines were associated with significant
events in the lives of Sikh gurus, and control of the shrines meant
control over substantial land and resources. In 1925 the British con-
ceded, and control of the shrines passed to a newly created repre-
sentative Sikh organization. The political relevance of Sikh identity
was thus legitimated.
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In the 1930s and 1940s the Sikh leadership followed the lead of
the Muslims under Mohammed Ali Jinnah and established a Sikh
political party.6 As a political party, Sikhs were represented at auton-
omy negotiations with the British. But in negotiations over whether
and how to carve up India to create a separate Muslim state, they
comprised too small a group to really matter. Concentrated in Pun-
jab, Sikhs amounted to only about 13 percent of the region’s popu-
lation. With extremely limited bargaining power and no guarantee
of protection from the alternative power that was to be created—the
Islamic state of Pakistan—the Sikhs were forced to throw in their lot
with secular India and rely on oral promises of minority protection
from the INC leadership.

Partition in 1947 and the resulting displacement of populations
were a major trauma for the subcontinent. What is essential to our
story here is that Punjab was divided between India and Pakistan.
Sikhs in the western, Pakistani part migrated to the eastern part and
to the Indian capital territory of Delhi. Viewed objectively, they flour-
ished, doing well in agriculture, trade, and government. They were
also able and willing to emigrate in search of better opportunities
abroad, and they continued to be heavily represented in the Indian
army.

The issue of the political relevance of their cultural identity
nevertheless remained one that irritated and festered. Difficulties
arose during preparations of the new Indian constitution, when fra-
mers attempted to deal with the multiplicity of religions and cus-
toms, not by separating church and state, but by attempting a
balancing act. Prior identities of different groups were recognized in
the political arena and either validated—as with a separate personal
law in some areas for Muslims—or transformed—as with special
preferences for untouchables. While one might ascribe somewhat
higher motives to the leaders of newly independent India than the
British divide and rule, this policy actually continued the British
practice of reifying and politicizing collective and cultural identities
by incorporating them into the constitution.

The Sikhs suffered as a result. The British had allowed and
encouraged Sikh cultural identity to evolve and thrive in the political
arena, but in independent India, where they represented only 2 per-
cent of the population and were even a minority in the Indian part
of Punjab, they found themselves (along with Jains and Buddhists)

325  Nirvikar Singh



lumped together in the category “Hindus” for all legal purposes. The
practical import may have been slight, but the symbolism was gall-
ing, and subsequent related developments added to the problem.7

The immediate task following independence was to reorganize
India administratively. Having inherited a patchwork of administra-
tive units and designations determined more by historical accident
than any logical rationale, India began to reorganize on the basis of
language, with about fifteen languages recognized in the constitu-
tion. Reorganization proceeded over a decade, occurring in fits and
starts prodded by regional agitations, including occasional riots, as
regional populations sought to gain linguistic recognition.

Punjab presented a particular problem in this regard. The lan-
guage, Punjabi, has a fairly close link to Hindi, the language of the
Gangetic plain. It could be and was written in three scripts: Gur-
mukhi, the script of the Sikh scriptures; the Persian script of Urdu
(another linguistic cousin of Hindi); and the Devanagari script of
Hindi. In the first postindependence census, Hindus in Punjab were
encouraged by some Hindu politicians and reformers to declare
Hindi as their native language. This was a throwback to the prein-
dependence conflict between Hindus and Sikhs in Punjab over iden-
tity and political power. For Sikhs, Punjabi meant the Gurmukhi
script, with its sacred connotations, which Hindu purists found un-
acceptable. The result was a Punjab state in India where Sikhs were
not only a minority, but also deprived of the linguistic status they
saw given to other groups. The desire for a Punjabi-speaking state
therefore became a major focus of Sikh political action.

Many Sikhs initially felt marginalized or excluded from the
Indian political system, which was partially characterized by a sys-
tem of collective rights and representation. Punjabi was recognized
as one of the main Indian languages in the constitution, but a Pun-
jabi- (and Sikh) majority state was not created when other state
boundaries were redrawn on linguistic lines. Linguistically based
states privileged the majority culture in each such state, often to the
detriment of minorities. This exclusion within a system in which
access to many political resources was granted according to ascrip-
tive criteria further deepened the political relevance of Sikh identity.

By the beginning of the 1960s, Punjab was the only major Indian
region not organized on linguistic lines. The Akali Dal, the major
Sikh party, which had developed its political muscle in the campaign
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for control of Sikh shrines, stepped up its agitation for a linguistic
reorganization of Punjab. The tactics of agitation followed very
much the model developed by Gandhi and the INC at the time of the
struggle for independence, including marches and fasts by leaders.
It did not become violent. At the same time, the prospects for success
were slight, with the central Indian leadership resisting for a variety
of reasons. In particular, Jawaharlal Nehru, prime minister until
1964, viewed the demand for a Punjabi-speaking majority state as a
demand for a Sikh majority state and therefore unacceptable accord-
ing to his secular principles. Furthermore, a potential Sikh majority
state was viewed by the central authorities as a strategic weakness,
given suspicions about Sikh loyalty to the center and Punjab’s stra-
tegic position on the border with Pakistan and on the land route
connecting Kashmir to the rest of India. Nonetheless, following the
loyal performance of Sikhs in the Indian armed forces in the 1965
war with Pakistan, this latter reason for denying the Sikhs a state of
their own seemed to lose its validity. More pragmatic and less insis-
tent than Nehru on secularism as an ideal, Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi agreed in 1966 to divide Punjab into separate Punjabi-and
Hindi-speaking states. Mrs. Gandhi’s own position in the ruling
Congress Party was weak, causing her to welcome any reduction in
outside pressures.

The specific conditions for the creation of two separate
states—Punjab, now with a Sikh majority, and the new state of Hary-
ana (with some territory going to a third state, Himachal Pradesh)—in-
cluded several features that postponed conflict rather than ending or
resolving it. Chandigarh, the city that had been designed especially
to be the capital of Punjab, was shared between the two states, and
there was no clear division of resources, including the most important
one of river waters. Both the possession of Chandigarh and conflicts
over river waters became part of a package of grievances used for
political advantage by both Sikhs and Hindus.8

In the years following the division of Punjab, Sikh political
fortunes did not fare well. The year 1967 saw the end of the political
hegemony of the INC, with other parties coming to power in several
major Indian states. The Congress Party subsequently split, and the
following four years were marked by relative political instability,
with fluid and repeatedly shifting alliances in state legislatures. The
Akali Dal was able to share power briefly in Punjab, but it did not
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enjoy the unanimous support of Sikhs, and its tenure was short-
lived. In 1971, with the crisis that eventually led to the formation of
Bangladesh, Mrs. Gandhi was able to substantially increase her po-
litical strength, and the Akalis were shut out of power altogether.

Mrs. Gandhi’s high popularity was also short-lived, chiefly due
to her inability to deliver on promises of eliminating poverty. The
Indian economy was hit badly by the first oil shock, which prompted
mounting unrest in many parts of India. Meanwhile, Mrs. Gandhi
had created a spoils system which rewarded personal loyalty above
all else. As government in India became the road to wealth as well
as power, corruption flourished. In this climate, the Akalis attempted
to regroup politically by passing a resolution calling for Chandigarh
to be awarded to Punjab and river waters to be shared more favor-
ably for the state. Furthermore, the Green Revolution, which had
increased yields and prosperity, had also made Punjab the breadbas-
ket for much of India. But popular perceptions were that the center,
by controlling crop procurement, was reaping disproportionate
gains at the expense of Punjabi, mostly Sikh, farmers. These major
issues were linked to a variety of purely religious demands and also
with a demand for increased Punjab autonomy.

Many states in India, especially at the country’s periphery, have
sought more independence from the center, with the larger ones
sometimes achieving de facto autonomy over a range of matters.9 In
the case of Punjab, however, the confluence of religion and geogra-
phy made the central government view demands for more autonomy
with suspicion. Although it did not specify clearly what more auton-
omy would mean in practice, this demand was later used by the
central government to label Sikhs as separatist or secessionist.

THE PRESENT CRISIS

The current period of escalating violence in Punjab has its gene-
sis in several social and economic developments.10 As noted above,
the crop procurement system had created distrust of the center on
the part of Sikh farmers, and dissent festered over the regional dis-
tribution of income. Furthermore, the central government, which
tightly controlled investment decisions, had promoted agriculture in
Punjab while starving the region of industrial investment. Hindus
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were also perceived by Sikhs as dominant in trade and commerce in
Punjab, and higher wages in the region were producing an influx of
migrant Hindu workers from eastern India while Sikh unemploy-
ment remained high.11 Finally, the central government deliberately
reduced the recruitment of Sikhs into the armed forces, reversing an
old tradition that in one sense had long operated as a safety valve in
the region.

In 1975 Mrs. Gandhi imposed a state of internal emergency and
arrested or otherwise silenced all opposition to counter the mount-
ing unrest that had emerged in the wake of the first oil shock. In
response, the Akalis in Punjab, mobilized for nonviolent resistance,
courted arrest and filled the jails. Their tactics worked; in 1977 they
were rewarded with a partnership in the opposition coalition at the
center, which swept the Congress Party out of power in the next
elections and went on to capture various state legislatures as well.

Mrs. Gandhi, seeking to regain power (which she would do in
1980), began looking for alliances wherever she could. In Punjab she
tried to undermine the Akalis by covertly showing favor to a “fun-
damentalist” preacher, Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, thereby encour-
aging him in his political mobilization efforts.12 Bhindranwale was
able to capitalize on many outstanding social and religious issues,
mobilizing popular opposition to Hindus and other more moderate
Sikh groups.13 When he and his followers clashed violently with
Hindu and heterodox Sikh groups in Punjab, the central government
responded weakly, initially doing little to restore order. It appeared
that Gandhi was following in the British tradition of divide and rule.

 In this chaotic environment, small groups of Sikhs, mostly
young, some with military careers behind them, began to raise the
issue of a separate Sikh state. The objective was typically not well
defined. Though some Sikhs living in Britain and the United States
had been campaigning for an independent nation of Khalistan for
many years, the issue had not been taken seriously by most Sikhs in
India. Indifference might have continued to characterize popular
attitudes, but with the government’s indiscriminate punishments for
Sikh militancy, including stopping all Sikhs traveling to New Dehli
for the Asian Games in 1982, sympathies began to shift.

Meanwhile, the root causes of the problems around which Sikhs
were beginning to mobilize for resistance had not been addressed,
and the Akalis, still the main Sikh political party, despite increasing
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fragmentation, were too weak to lobby effectively for their resolu-
tion. The government refused to negotiate, under the pretext that the
Akalis themselves were separatist, alternating that approach with
the negotiation of agreements that it never implemented. Essentially
the central government had no interest in appearing to give in to the
demands of a small group when the cost might be a serious loss of
electoral support in the Hindi-speaking heartland of northern India.
This concern on the part of the center for the reputational effect of
the measures that it took, which had not characterized earlier peri-
ods of Sikh agitation, had become very important, as evidenced by
the Congress Party’s rout in the region in the 1977 general election.
The Akalis tended to respond in turn by becoming increasingly stri-
dent to avoid being completely sidelined by Bhindranwale. He,
meanwhile, proceeded to encourage or condone guerrilla tactics to
win power and to engage in a military buildup in the precincts of
the Golden Temple in Amritsar, the traditional seat of spiritual and
temporal authority of the Sikhs. These bandwagoning effects in-
creased the odds of violence. The situation exploded when the gov-
ernment used the army to attack Bhindranwale’s fortified position
in the Golden Temple. The move was a military success when Bhin-
dranwale and some key followers were killed. Politically it was con-
sistent with Mrs. Gandhi’s desire to signal toughness to the rest of
India’s population and prevent the loss of votes to the Hindu nation-
alist party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Additional consequences, however, were disastrous. For Sikhs
it was not unlike what Catholics might feel were the Vatican to be
invaded. A whole new generation of militants was created. Then
followed the assassination of Mrs. Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguard in
October, the organized killings of Sikhs in cities across northern In-
dia (including the capital), and the sweeping electoral victory of Mrs.
Gandhi’s son Rajiv in December. The electoral campaign was marked
by the use of advertisements deliberately suggesting that all Sikhs
posed a threat to the nation and its unity. Hence Sikhs who had not
supported Bhindranwale or even the Akalis were ascribed negative
motivations and intentions solely on the basis of their cultural iden-
tity and religious preference. The message conveyed by this cam-
paign was that if you were a Sikh, you were not to be trusted.

Subsequent events up to the present have involved a playing
out of the government’s strategy. Since it disposes over military and
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other resources far greater than any Sikh militants could muster,
even with liberal covert aid from Pakistan, the center has essentially
won a war of attrition. Militants have typically been killed upon
arrest in faked encounters to avoid the delays of the legal process.
New laws have given the center draconian powers, essentially sus-
pending all civil liberties in Punjab.

The center has continued to periodically negotiate with various
Sikh politicians, sometimes coming to agreements, but never carry-
ing them out. The general population, once the trauma of the attack
on the Golden Temple and subsequent pogroms had faded, slowly
came to prefer the organized and predictable violence of the govern-
ment, which at least allowed it to go about its daily business, to the
increasingly desperate and arbitrary violence of the militants. The
insurgency had also become a cover for purely criminal activity, as
there was no coherent leadership and no clear objectives beyond
separation from India.

In 1991 state elections were held after a record-breaking stretch
of direct rule by the central government (including periods of essen-
tially military occupation). Boycotted by opposition Sikh parties, the
elections nevertheless resulted in the installation of a Sikh chief min-
ister from the ruling Congress Party. The state government doubled
its already large deficit in the following year doling out money to
appease as many as possible.14 At this time, it seems that the center
has succeeded in its objectives in Punjab since absolutely nothing has
been conceded politically, while the level of violence, after a massive
increase through the 1980s, has been greatly reduced.

In sum, while cultural conflict in India is a deeper structural
problem, with its roots in discriminatory resource allocation, the
present crisis was triggered by the growing instability of the political
party system and the first oil shock, which strained the government’s
fiscal capacity, weakened its allocative and distributive institutions,
and helped to undermine a social contract based on the govern-
ment’s taking the lead in trying to achieve economic growth as well
as a more equitable distribution of income. This situation evoked
widespread challenges to the elected central government that con-
tinued through the 1970s and several changes of government.

In short, the present crisis is associated with the central state’s
gradual loss of its grip on power. Under these conditions, an insti-
tutional analysis must focus on changing cost-benefit calculus from
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the perception of the center and from the perception of peripheral
cultural groups in relation to the center. In the case of Punjab, its
strategic and economic importance for India and the reputation ef-
fects involved for the central government—namely, the Congress
Party as it tried to maintain power—made it inevitable that the cen-
ter would hesitate to make any concessions. Even concessions that
were negotiated were never delivered, or they were offered with
conditions that made them unacceptable. If the response of those
making demands was ultimately violent, this was partly a rational
negotiating strategy since the actual perpetrators of violence have
been those with little to lose from such a course of action.15 The only
logical response of the central government was an even greater level
of violence. This has been the consistent policy of the Indian govern-
ment ever since independence since its prime imperative is its domi-
nance over its sphere of control.

Finally, with regard to the argument that the weakening of the
central state raises the odds of violent cultural conflict, it is worth
noting that the executive branch of the central government in India
has gradually eroded the checks and balances provided by the leg-
islative and judicial branches. The legislature has tended to be an
adjunct of the executive, and the judiciary is easily overruled, in
addition to being overburdened. Thus in India institutions for the
resolution of conflict through arbitration are extremely weak. When
those institutions are weakened, violent conflict becomes a more
rational choice.

KASHMIR16

The Kashmir issue, with the western and northwestern part of
the area under Pakistani administration and the northeastern corner
controlled by China, has intrinsically a more international character
than the conflict in Punjab. The focus here is on the part under Indian
administration and conflict between Kashmiris there and the central
Indian government. It is a heterogeneous region, including the Kash-
mir Valley, which is mostly under Indian control and the center of
current conflict. To the north lie the regions of Hunza, Gilgit, and
Baltistan, which are mainly under Pakistani control. To the south are
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Poonch and Jammu, the latter representing a Hindu majority region.
To the east is Ladakh, which is primarily Buddhist.

Despite the differences, the conflict in Kashmir has many par-
allels to the conflict in Punjab. In particular the case illustrates how
even when political entrepreneurs like Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah
struggle to emphasize class and social divisions, if central regimes
recognize cultural cleavages over social and economic cleavages in
the political arena, those cultural cleavages are likely to become po-
litically charged. Pakistan’s involvement in the crisis has tipped the
balance toward cultural (as opposed to class or ideological) conflict.
Its support for Kashmir’s incorporation into Muslim Pakistan mobi-
lized Kashmiri Hindus to struggle for incorporation into India. Be-
cause opposing forces were mobilized as cultural groups, cultural
conflict was assured, despite the efforts of secular politicians like
Nehru and Abdullah.

POLITICAL IDENTITY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Since it is geographically more separate from the northern In-
dian plains than Punjab, Kashmir has also enjoyed longer periods of
autonomy. It is singular among the regions of India in having a
chronicle of its rulers written as long as a millennium ago, the Ra-
jatarangini of Kalhana.17 Hinduism and Buddhism flourished in early
Kashmir, with Islam making substantial inroads here as in the rest
of India. Kashmir retained its autonomy until 1586, when it was
incorporated into the Mughal empire by Akbar. Since Indian rulers
are perceived as successors to Mughal kings, it has been suggested
that 1586 marks the watershed in Kashmiri history, dividing it be-
tween periods of Kashmiri and non-Kashmiri rule. This notion of a
watershed continues to color relations between the region and the
central Indian government.18

The modern history of Kashmir is of course more complicated
than this simple dichotomy suggests. As the Mughal empire waned,
the control of Kashmir also slipped from the center in Dehli. For a
time, Ranjit Singh of the Sikhs and Punjab succeeded in establishing
domination over Kashmir. Control then passed to Hindu Dogra rul-
ers, descendants of a general in Ranjit Singh’s army. Concentrated in
Jammu and nearby foothill areas (now in the Indian state of Hi-
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machal Pradesh), the Dogra spread their dominion over all the re-
gions of Kashmir. In the colonial period and as was the case with
other Indian princes, they were essentially subservient to British
power on the subcontinent. The strategically important northwest-
ern regions of Hunza and Gilgit were administered directly by the
British.

The salient point in this context is that the Dogras were per-
ceived by the inhabitants of the Kashmir Valley as outsiders, and rule
by “outsiders” continued even after the lapse of Mughal control. The
relationship between Dogra rulers and various subjects served to
charge identity in the region and infuse it with political relevance.
As I shall elaborate below, there was a Kashmiri identity which over-
lapped with but also often overrode the Muslim political identity
which has come to be stressed in the current conflict.19 This Kashmiri
cultural identity was supported by a distinctive language and tradi-
tions, though such statements apply more to central Kashmir than
its peripheral areas, which are somewhat distinct in their own right.

Because the rulers were Dogra Rajputs, that group was directly
favored in the ruling structures over other inhabitants—Muslim,
Hindu, Buddhist, or Sikh. For example, at one stage, 60 percent of
certain government posts went to Dogras, despite lower average
educational qualifications.20 Thus, while Muslims were at the bottom
of the social hierarchy, Hindus such as Kashmiri Pandits were also
less favored by the rulers.

PREINDEPENDENCE AND PARTITION

In 1931 there was a Muslim upsurge against the ruler, sparked
by religious and social issues. The writings of those involved suggest
that the focus of the revolt was more the feudal regime than religious
difference, a circumstance that became explicit in 1938, when Sheikh
Mohammed Abdullah split from the Muslim Conference, the main
Muslim grouping in Kashmir. He formed the All Jammu and Kash-
mir National Conference (AJKNC), which described the 1931 events
as “a war of the oppressed against the oppressor . . . to seek justice
and redress. If the ruler was Muslim and the subjects Hindus, the
war would have been fought on similar grounds.”
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Not surprisingly, the Maharaja of Kashmir portrayed events
differently, as a conflict between Muslims and Hindus. Thus govern-
ing bodies rather than popular groups redefined a conflict over per-
ceived inequality as a conflict over cultural identity. The maharaja found
support from both existing Hindu groups in the rest of India and
new Hindu parties he encouraged in Kashmir.21 Furthermore, a sec-
tion of Muslims themselves had its own preference for using relig-
ious demarcations for political ends.

Thus we can trace the existence of two starkly competing para-
digms for understanding events in Kashmir: one based on religious
difference, the other on class or economic difference. While central
authorities at the top stressed cultural difference as the key political
division in society, Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah stressed class divi-
sions in his political mobilization efforts. While the AJKNC wel-
comed all cultural groups and secular membership into its ranks,
Muslim landlords opposed the AJKNC because it did not support
them as Muslims and they were criticized as one of the oppressors.
Indeed the socialist ideology of the AJKNC permitted a natural alli-
ance with the INC, dominated by Jawaharlal Nehru, himself a Kash-
miri Pandit. Thus these conflicting interpretations of the source of
conflict embodied a competition of two political “logics” for domi-
nance: identity politics vs. class-based political struggle. Neverthe-
less, the fact that over 70 percent of the population of Kashmir (and
over 90 percent of the valley) was Muslim and that it made up an
even larger fraction of the less well off undeniably led to a conflation
of the two sources of difference. With added encouragement from
the center, identity politics came to dominate.

By 1946, when the partition of India was beginning to appear
certain, the AJKNC had irrevocably parted ways with the All India
Muslim League led by Jinnah, deliberately choosing to seek an ar-
rangement with the INC that would provide for accession to India
but with maximum autonomy for Kashmir. Nonetheless, identity
politics seemed to dominate the struggle as it escalated to violence.
At a time when the rest of India was beset by protests and fierce
fighting, in Bengal, Punjab, and other areas, Jinnah’s All-India Mus-
lim League began its “direct action” campaign on 16 August 1946,
and there followed a wave of violence and counterviolence.

In Kashmir, Abdullah reiterated his commitment to freedom
based on opposition to princely state authority (as opposed to free-
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dom based on Muslim identity). He had already called for an end to
Maharaja Hari Singh’s sovereignty, making references to the French
and Russian revolutions. In January 1947 the AJKNC boycotted state
elections because the franchise was limited and they were organized
on communal lines, with seats reserved for different cultural groups.
The Muslim Conference participated and established its strength in
areas such as Poonch. Its policies echoed those of Jinnah, and because
the AJKNC, composed primarily of Muslims, was tarred with the
brush of identity politics despite its secular ideological platform,
Hari Singh responded by using Hindu and Sikh troops to suppress
agitation by both the Muslim Conference and the AJKNC.

On 15 July 1947, the British formally announced that British
India would be partitioned into Pakistan and India. On 25 July, Vice-
roy Mountbatten met with India’s semi-independent princes and
offered them a choice as to whether they wished to belong to Paki-
stan or India. The criteria were contiguous borders or communica-
tion with Pakistan or India, and there was some lip service to
obeying the “will of the people.” By the time of partition, many
princes accepted one dominion or another. Most Muslim contiguous
states acceded to Pakistan, while most of the others acceded to India.
Hari Singh, hoping for autonomy, delayed making a decision. He
signed a Standstill Agreement with Pakistan on 15 August, the day
of independence.22 He also offered such an agreement with India, but
the Indian leaders prevaricated. Thus at the time of Indian inde-
pendence and Pakistan’s creation, Kashmir’s fate was undecided.

THE FIRST KASHMIR WAR

Especially in Poonch and other areas bordering Pakistan, the
violence associated with the partition and Indian independence had
also spilled over into Kashmir. In June 1947 there was the “no-tax”
protest, resulting in the formation of a secessionist movement in
Poonch province.23 In mid-August martial law was imposed, accom-
panied by widespread violence and revolt. At the same time, attacks
on Muslims in Jammu, which some said were linked to Hari Singh’s
government, led to the emigration of hundreds of thousands of Mus-
lims. There was also a controversy over supplies from Pakistan to
Kashmir, which were guaranteed under the Standstill Agreement but
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which both Kashmir and the Indian office accused Pakistan of delib-
erately withholding.24 Pakistan simply blamed shortages on the vio-
lence in the region itself.

Tribal groups from the Pakistan-Afghanistan border were al-
ready supplying arms to Poonch, as well as taking part in some of
the fighting. The fighting also spread to the Mirpur District in
Jammu. There is evidence that Pakistani regulars were involved,
although the government of Pakistan of course denied any official
involvement at that time. Apparently the military command of the
“resistance” as it gradually took shape was headed by Muslim re-
bels, sympathizers from Pakistan, and officers who had deserted
Hari Singh’s government.

The revolt was fairly successful, worrying Singh’s government
enough to motivate concessions to both the AJKNC and Nehru, who,
sharing ideological sympathies, was on friendly terms with Sheikh
Abdullah of the AJKNC. Abdullah, who had been imprisoned, was
released on 29 September. At the same time, evidence “makes it clear
that [India and the state of Jammu and Kashmir] were heavily en-
gaged in the planning of some kind of Indian military interven-
tion.”25 In early October a battalion entered Kashmir from the
friendly princely state of Patiala. These developments may have
been viewed with fear and alarm by Pakistan and by those Muslims
in Kashmir who wished to ally themselves with Pakistan. On the
evening of 21 October, Pathan tribespeople, Muslims, Pakistanis, and
rebellious Kashmiri mutineers took over towns in Poonch, and by
the next morning they came very close to the summer capital, Srina-
gar. What actually happened next is not entirely clear.

The Information Service of India stated that Kashmir was sim-
ply “invaded” by foreign troops and rebels, while others claim that
tribespeople helped the local forces counter a planned Indian inva-
sion.26 In any case, on 24 October, the state of Azad Kashmir was
proclaimed, with central Indian authorities occupying Poonch, Gil-
git, and surrounding areas. Hari Singh then grudgingly signed an
accession order with India, allowing for the possibility that Abdullah
would head the government in exchange for Indian military assis-
tance.27

Nonetheless, the war dragged on, and by May 1948 Pakistani
regulars were officially involved at the front. In Mountbatten’s ne-
gotiations with Jinnah (Mountbatten was the governor general of
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India, while Jinnah was the governor general of Pakistan), India
agreed to a UN-supervised election for the whole country, but Paki-
stan insisted that the terms of partition settled the matter: Kashmir
was a Muslim-dominated state that had a contiguous border with
Pakistan; therefore Kashmir should accede to Pakistan. The war
lasted until a cease-fire was signed in January 1949. On 27 July 1949,
the Karachi Agreement created a border based on military positions,
resulting in a de facto partitioning of Kashmir.

It is significant that the Indian leadership, in recognizing that
Sheikh Abdullah was the key to the accession of Kashmir to India,
realized that he had to be offered something in return. In a letter to
Sardar Vallabbhai Patel (an important INC leader who became In-
dia’s first home minister), Nehru wrote that Abdullah was “very
anxious to keep out of Pakistan and relies upon us a great deal for
advice. But at the same time he cannot carry his people with him
unless he has something definite to place before them.”28 This was
in fact the assurance of Indian leaders that accession would be sub-
ject to approval of the people of Kashmir, and this commitment was
made a part of the Instrument of Accession.

KASHMIR IN INDIA

After the cease-fire, the Indian government had two conflicting
tasks: placating demands by Hindu nationalists to integrate Kashmir
fully into the Indian union and keeping Kashmiri leaders satisfied
enough to maintain their support for the union. The second aspect
was the progressive change in the balance between these two sides,
with a long-run trend toward eroding any special status for Kashmir.

These two forces were at work right from the beginning of
Kashmir’s inclusion in India. Sheikh Abdullah took over the leader-
ship of the government with a title equivalent to prime minister,
emphasizing his special status. At the same time, India admitted
Kashmiri representatives to discussions on the framing of the new
constitution, even as the United Nations was attempting to sort out
the issue of how popular approval of accession to India would be
decided. In 1949 it was already being suggested in India that the will
of the people might be determined by elected representatives rather
than directly by a plebiscite in Kashmir.29
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The constitution of 1950, under Article 370, did provide the
state of Jammu and Kashmir several rights specific only to that state.
Aside from matters of defense, external affairs, and communications,
everything would theoretically be under the control of the state of
Jammu and Kashmir.30 In late 1951 elections were held for Kashmir’s
constituent assembly, resulting in an overwhelming majority for the
AJKNC, which the Indian leadership chose to interpret as a show of
support for Kashmir’s inclusion in India. At the same time, Hindu
nationalist groups began to demand the abrogation of Article 370
and the full incorporation of Kashmir into India. The logic of identity
politics now came to dominate Kashmir ’s fate, even as Abdullah
struggled for secularism and a recognition of class divisions.

The balance was tipped in favor of identity politics when, in
1952, Abdullah launched a major program of land reform, which was
opposed by the central government on the grounds that it would
adversely affect mainly large non-Muslim landholders. Despite re-
affirmation by Nehru to Abdullah in July 1952 of Kashmir’s special
role and autonomy, relations rapidly deteriorated, and Abdullah was
arrested on 8 August 1953. The Indian leadership appeared to fear
that Abdullah would attempt to move toward independence for
Kashmir.

Whereas India had viewed Abdullah as indispensable at the
time of accession, it was now able to use its military presence and
other resources to replace him with a more pliable leader of the
AJKNC. There followed a period of about twenty years of manipu-
lated elections, bribery of Kashmiri leaders through the resulting
guarantee of power and patronage, and gradual erosion of Kash-
mir’s constitutional autonomy. Article 370 was untouched in some
respects (such as restrictions on ownership of Kashmiri land by non-
Kashmiris), but it was attenuated significantly. Most important, on
14 May 1954, Constitutional Order 1954 was issued which extended
the power of the center over more than defense, communications,
and foreign affairs. Over time, then, little was left of the special status
of the state of Jammu and Kashmir.31

Dissent simmered in the state throughout this period. Abdullah
was released from prison in 1958 but soon rearrested. Further moves
were made toward removing Kashmir’s special status. In 1963 the
sixteenth amendment to the constitution obliged all candidates to
uphold the integrity of India. This and other measures made a posi-
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tion supporting a plebiscite in Kashmir essentially treasonous. In
1965, tension along the cease-fire line in Kashmir erupted into a war
between India and Pakistan which ended in a stalemate, as had the
earlier conflict over Kashmir.32

Sheikh Abdullah continued to be in and out of prison. As auton-
omy within India receded as a possibility, the other two options,
independence and merger with Pakistan, gained adherents. But In-
dia’s victory in the 1971 war that created Bangladesh and the sub-
sequent Shimla Pact between India and Pakistan, which recognized
the division of Kashmir, persuaded Abdullah to negotiate an agree-
ment with Indira Gandhi, now seemingly the undisputed leader at
the center. He returned to power as chief minister of Kashmir, and
in exchange for accepting Kashmir as an integral part of India, he
was given assurance that all acts and ordinances issued after his
arrest in 1953 would be reviewed.

THE CURRENT CRISIS

In 1977 elections that marked the end of Mrs. Gandhi’s state of
internal emergency saw an overwhelming victory for Abdullah over
both the main national parties. These were probably the first free and
fair elections in Kashmir. But there followed a period of political
instability at the center that undermined these positive develop-
ments. In particular, a proposed review of acts and ordinances never
took place. In 1982 Sheikh Abdullah chose his son Farooq, who was
a doctor rather than a professional politician, to succeed him in
power. Sheikh Abdullah died in the same year.

After 1982 the political situation deteriorated rapidly. Farooq
Abdullah did not have the leadership credentials or ability of his
father. Corruption increased dramatically. Political alliances in Kash-
mir were made and broken with rapidity. Farooq Abdullah was in
and out of power. There was a return to the rigging of elections. The
earlier changes in Kashmir’s status allowed for increasingly direct
and heavy-handed central intervention. By the late 1980s Farooq
Abdullah’s government was resorting to violence to control popular
dissent. That dissent was blamed on Pakistan and Pakistani sympa-
thizers.
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After 1990 Farooq Abdullah was removed from power again
and replaced by direct rule from the center, through the agency of
the appointed governor of the state. The level of violence and repres-
sion escalated and has continued at a relatively high level until re-
cently. Surprisingly, just as in Punjab, there is now some indication
that the central government has been successful in containing the
dissidents, who remain split between those still seeking inde-
pendence and those who prefer a merger with Pakistan. Both of these
groups are exclusively Muslim, and non-Muslims have become ex-
plicit targets for their violence, though Muslims who do not support
either course of action are also attacked. However, recently the level
of rhetoric has altered, and there is a good chance that violence will
subside. One can only speculate as to the mechanism used to achieve
this change. The experience in Punjab and elsewhere suggests that
open force has been combined with secret bribes or concessions.

COMPARISONS

Punjab and Kashmir are strikingly different. Sikhs in Punjab
remained a minority, while Muslims in Kashmir constituted an over-
whelming majority. The class or occupational structure was also dif-
ferent. In Punjab, Jats, traditionally peasants, comprised the majority
of Sikhs, but landholdings were relatively equal and farmers gener-
ally did well. In Kashmir the distribution of land was much more
unequal, with Muslims generally at the bottom rungs of the ladder.
For Muslims in Kashmir, discrimination extended to other occupa-
tions as well: they were relatively worse off in education and in the
professions and government. In Punjab many Sikhs maintained a
close traditional affinity with Hindus, while in Kashmir there was a
clear religious cleavage between Muslims and non-Muslims, rein-
forced by the existence of a large Muslim community in Pakistan (in
addition to the even larger world Islamic community). For Sikhs
there was no external group with which to merge or to turn to for
aid.

The course of events in the two regions has also differed in
several respects over the last few decades. Language became a ral-
lying point for Sikhs after independence, while it remained a nonis-
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sue for Muslims in Kashmir. Punjab after partition became a full part
of India on the same terms as other provinces; it contained several
small princely states, but these were absorbed routinely into the
Indian state of Punjab. The course of events in Kashmir, however,
involved a gradual and continual erosion of initial promises of
autonomy. Thus conflict in Punjab involved attempts to gain greater
autonomy, while in Kashmir the issue was preserving whatever had
been promised. As Kashmiri autonomy eroded, however, the two
conflicts became more similar since both sought more freedom from
central control and the politics of identity came to dominate the
struggle.

In 1965–66 the interests of Kashmiris and Sikhs collided to some
extent. Pakistan certainly had support from some Kashmiris in the
1965 war with India, though significantly less than it expected. Sikhs
at this time were solidly behind India. Their heavy presence and
strong performance in the Indian armed forces has been cited as a
factor in the decision at the center to create a Punjabi-speaking (and
Sikh-majority) state by further partitioning Punjab in 1966. The 1965
war helped to solidify Indian control of Kashmir by demonstrating
that it would not be easy to wrest it away militarily.

The 1966 decision, however, carried the seeds of further prob-
lems. It gave the Akali Dal a striking success, its first perhaps since
the Gurdwara Reform Movement of the 1920s. At the same time, the
decision left unresolved issues which would be available in the fu-
ture as political capital. In Kashmir by this time, the avowedly non-
religious AJKNC had been weakened sufficiently and its policies
thwarted, so that religious groupings gained a credibility they had
not had in Kashmir before and at the time of independence.33 Thus
starting from very different initial conditions, Punjab and Kashmir
moved closer together in terms of the issues with which they con-
fronted the central government and the dominance of cultural con-
flict. In both cases, the most useful and powerful political mobilizing
dimension appeared to be religion, and the desire was for greater
political autonomy for religious groups. In both cases, identity poli-
tics came to dominate all other political logics.

In searching for answers as to what underlay the desire for
autonomy, primordial explanations are sometimes cited as a moti-
vating factor. This answer assumes a desire to be separate purely on
the basis of being a Sikh or a Muslim. But as we have seen, this was
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not the case in earlier periods. Both Sikhs and Kashmiri Muslims to
some extent chose to be associated with India. It could be that there
were restrictions on the free practice of religion for these groups, but
again this does not seem to have been the case: religious institutions
and practices were always respected by the central state in postpar-
tition India. 

Indeed cultural identity was at issue in both cases, and religion
operated as a politically powerful mobilizing force. Religious iden-
tity was the seed that grew to an overarching politicized cultural
identity. In the case of Punjab, the status of the language and associ-
ated script became a major irritant in relations between Sikhs and
the center. For Kashmiris, the general sense of a Kashmiri identity,
which was a regional identity but also Muslim (because of the Mus-
lim majority), was threatened by central attempts to solidify Kash-
mir’s place in the Indian union.

It might seem that many of the demands from the regional
groupings were relatively innocuous and could have been resolved
with less violence. However, the fact that minority religions were the
identifying characteristics of the demand groups conditioned the
state response. From the center ’s point of view, therefore, strategic
considerations in both cases militated against autonomy, while eco-
nomic arguments for retaining tight control were stronger for Punjab
than for Kashmir.

The conditions for potential conflict between the center and
culturally defined political groups also existed to some extent in
other Indian regions. There too the result has often been violent
conflict. Yet the two cases studied here stand out in terms of the
duration and relative intractability of the problems. Despite their
initially different characteristics, the nature of the two conflicts has
become somewhat parallel. Several reasons may be adduced for this
development.

First, to the extent that the disagreements involve cultural
groups that are avowedly different from the Hindu majority, there is
less accommodation on both sides. This is true even though Hindu-
ism itself is an amorphous entity, with significant cultural overlaps
among different religious groups in the same region but great differ-
ences across regions.34 What is significant is not only that Sikhs and
Muslims stand out as different, but that this difference makes it
harder for any central government to make concessions to them, as
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doing so is seen as appeasing a group that glories in its separateness.
This is a theme that is continually harped on by Hindu groups that
have been attempting to redefine a Greater Hindu identity. In this
respect, the conflicts in Punjab and Kashmir have an important com-
mon thread that can be attributed to the growing political relevance
of cultural identity in both regions. Ironically the growing politici-
zation of cultural identity that the center abhors is stimulated and
maintained by institutions that politicize culture in “secular” India.

A final parallel in the two conflicts is the impact of exogenous
geopolitical events. In particular, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
clearly had a major impact on the two conflicts. It took place in
December 1979, capping a period of several years of instability in
that country. The invasion increased Pakistan’s strategic importance
in the region since it became the haven for Afghan rebels and a
conduit for American arms and supplies to them. Many of these
arms, as well as some captured from the Soviets, found their way
into Punjab and Kashmir. Pakistan also became aggressive in pro-
moting dissidence in the two Indian states. These geopolitical
changes help explain why Punjab and Kashmir erupted in more in-
tense violence than other parts of India, where in other respects the
preconditions for conflict might also have been present.

Thus starting from very different initial conditions, Punjab and
Kashmir moved closer in terms of the issues with which they con-
fronted the central government and the methods they employed. As
the central state’s commitment and power to enforce a secular prin-
ciple deteriorated, especially in terms of the transition from Nehru
to Gandhi, old cultural identities which had been quiescent for a
period came springing back to political life. The most useful and
powerful mobilizing tool for political entrepreneurs appeared to be
religion. Whereas in earlier periods both Sikhs and Kashmiri Mus-
lims to some extent chose to be associated with India, in the recent
period sectarian struggle and the desire for autonomy became far
more prominent.

In short, these two cases both illustrate the central propositions
that guide this volume: institutions that embody political power can
create and perpetuate identity politics and are important to our un-
derstanding of the political relevance of cultural identity. When
those institutions weaken, even slowly, as is evident in the Indian
case, cultural differences can become the dominant tool for political
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mobilization and rationalization for political conflict. This is espe-
cially true when a third party—like Pakistan—encourages and facili-
tates conflict. In India institutional weakness and flawed institutions
themselves have led to conflicts between the center and regions such
as Punjab and Kashmir. In each of the cases, I have suggested that
the inability of the center to credibly commit itself to courses of
action has produced conflict. Weak institutions have led to this in-
ability. In the case of Kashmir this is a process that began right after
the constitution was framed. A constitution may be viewed precisely
as a device for achieving credible commitment: it makes it hard to
change agreements that have constitutional status. But the special
status of Kashmir guaranteed in the constitution was rapidly
chipped away through amendments and through gap-closing ordi-
nances and legislation. Commitments became less credible. In Pun-
jab, negotiations between Sikh political leaders and the center
illustrate a similar problem of commitment. These were typically
negotiations outside any legal framework, in the sense that agree-
ments reached could not be enforced by a court. This effectively
removed incentives for the center to implement the agreements ex
post.

The two cases suggest that the institutional problems in India
that encourage cultural conflict can be generalized. First, the consti-
tution is too easily amended. Second, the courts have too limited a
jurisdiction vis-à-vis the legislative/executive branch of the govern-
ment. In either case, the inability of the center to make credible com-
mitments reduces the range of mutually beneficial agreements that
can be achieved and exacerbates the potential for conflict.35 Thus one
might argue that institutional reform which strengthens the courts
and reduces the mutability of the constitution might help to reduce
the likelihood of violent conflicts at the subnational level. Another
way of thinking about this is that groups will invest in violence if
they think that the expected payoff from more peaceful ways of
pursuing their interests is relatively low. More effective mechanisms
for negotiation and enforcement of agreements between a sovereign
central government and constituent governments will improve this
tradeoff toward less violence.

As I have indicated above, this does not mean that institutions
are all that matter in explaining cultural conflict. In India, as in many
countries, religious identities are often salient. When they overlap
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strongly with language, class, geographical contiguity, and other di-
mensions of identity, that bundle is easily activated. It becomes a tool
for political mobilization simply because enough dimensions of ma-
terial and nonmaterial interests coincide. I would argue that the role
of political entrepreneurs in such a process is merely instrumental,
in that they effectively package and sell grievances but cannot do so
unless they have a sufficient number of concerns to work with. In-
stitutions can create, perpetuate, or ameliorate those concerns. In
other words, without tangible resources and either the support or
weakening of institutional constraints, no political entrepreneur will
be able to create ethnic conflict out of thin air. Since much collective
action is about access to resources, the key question is why some
demands are more likely to become violent than others. Here I would
suggest that this will occur when institutions for bargaining are
weak, and this may apply more to such regional groups than (say)
to groups organized on principles such as employment,36 though it
is also the case that the strength of identification with one’s fellow
workers is unlikely to match that created by religion, language, and
ethnicity.

Ironically in the case of Kashmir, central political institutions
created the monster of identity politics, mobilizing the population
to demand accession to Pakistan. Even support of the central
authorities for a secular politician like Abdullah—in order to ensure
closer ties with India—could not transform cultural conflict once it
had started down its slippery slope. Political entrepreneurs are es-
sential in mobilizing cultural groups; entrepreneurs emphasizing
class or ideological divisions in society are less successful where
political institutions have provided incentives for the practice of
identity politics.

Finally, the case comparison suggests that while economic in-
equalities can exacerbate conflict, they are not always the essential
ingredient of cultural conflict. Even though Punjabi agriculture
benefitted from the Green Revolution and farmers were subsidized
in some ways, the popular perception was one of being exploited for
food supplies without commensurate returns. It has been argued
that industrial investment in Punjab was generally curtailed because
of its strategic border position. The same point about lack of indus-
trial investment may be made about Kashmir, though in this case the
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rationale for such investment seems weaker. Economic issues mat-
tered in both cases, but in Punjab they seemed to matter more.

In contrast to other cases in this volume, cultural conflict at least
in Punjab is likely to be muted by the economic liberalization taking
place there.37 Two points are salient. First, a freeing up of restrictions
on foreign and domestic investment will allow a more natural course
of development to occur in Punjab and defuse some of the conflicts
over how to slice the economic pie. This view is perhaps supported
by the muted response to the assassination of the Punjabi chief min-
ister in September 1995. Second, to the extent that liberalization leads
to economic growth, that growth will allow the center to more effec-
tively bribe away dissidence. It has de facto been pursuing this strat-
egy in Punjab, despite the overall pressure on central government
finances. But of course this is only a short-term solution. In fact, one
might speculate that the increasing inability of the center to do this
in the 1980s, as government finances came under greater pressure,
may also have contributed to the increase in internal cultural conflict
in India. Reversing the trends in government finances may help in
defusing conflict in other spheres.

NOTES

 1. Useful general and specific background readings on India include, without
being comprehensive, Chopra, ed. (1982), Dasgupta (1970, 1977), George
(1986), Gupta (1978), Jeffrey (1986), Kohli (1989), Kohli, ed. (1988), Manor
(1988), and Rudolph and Rudolph (1986).

 2. An excellent reference on the Sikhs is Hawley and Mann, eds. (1993), par-
ticularly Chapter 7, by Gurinder Singh Mann. This book also has a com-
prehensive bibliography, so I shall not cite detailed references on the Sikhs
here.

 3. Of course reducing all decision-making, including that involving nonma-
terial benefits, has the danger of being tautological, but it does push one
to look for explanations rather than appealing to irrationality or imponder-
ables.

 4. This was not a theocratic state: Sikhs remained a minority of the population,
and Ranjit Singh followed a policy of religious inclusiveness in his govern-
ment.
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 5. Two recent contributions to the understanding of the modern period in Sikh
history are Fox (1985) and Kapur (1986). I believe neither of these is a
completely accurate analysis, but each has some value.

 6. Although both Sikhs and Muslims, neither of which are monolithic group-
ings, were represented in minor political parties on the left and in the INC,
the main Sikh party could validly claim to represent the majority of Sikhs.

 7. In fact, Sikh leaders involved in the framing of the constitution refused to
sign a document they said did not keep in any sense the admittedly vague
promises of autonomy made to them by the leaders of the INC.

 8. A particularly striking illustration of this packaging effect comes from
Haryana. Not only was “Haryanvi” created as a semi-official name for what
had been a dialect closer in sound and spirit to Punjabi than to official
Sanskritized Hindi, but an educational formula that required teaching
Hindi and a regional language (or Sanskrit) in all schools was applied in
Haryana by requiring Telegu, a South Indian language, rather than Punjabi!
This was clearly a step beyond the postindependence language dispute in
the census referred to above.

 9. The best example of this is of course Tamil Nadu. The central government
typically enters into an alliance with one or other of the two main Tamil
parties, while the central opposition sides with the one left over. Regional
autonomy at one stage extended to the Tamil Nadu government’s practi-
cally pursuing an independent, albeit covert, foreign policy with regard to
the Tamil rebels in Sri Lanka.

10. After this contribution was completed, I became aware of two detailed,
recent analyses of the Punjab situation—Telford (1992) and Chima (1994).
The reader is referred to them for additional detail beyond that presented
here.

11. The Punjab rural economy was unable to absorb Sikh young people in jobs
they judged acceptable, which is why unemployment as an issue is consis-
tent with the influx of migrant labor. 

12. The use of the term “fundamentalist” is problematic since it has many
connotations, but it does capture Bhindranwale’s emphasis on tradition,
orthodoxy and differentiation, and opposition to the openness of certain
reforms characterizing the Sikh resurgence of the late nineteenth century. 

13. Whereas earlier leaders looked to Western models such as the British colo-
nists or the Soviet revolutionists for ideologies that would provide coher-
ence to their communities, Bhindranwale spoke of Sikhism in terms that
emphasized its similarity to Islam (as well as Judaism and Christianity) and
distinction from Hinduism.

14. The figures are in Chelliah, Rao, and Sen (1993), though the interpretation
of state expenditure activities is mine and not theirs.

15. A formal economic model to demonstrate the rationality of conflict is in
Grossman (1991), though his model does not necessarily capture the salient
features of the cases under discussion. His paper has additional references
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on formal models of conflict based on rational pursuit of material goals.
See also Hirshleifer (1991).

16. The term “Kashmir” will be used as shorthand for the area contained within
the boundaries of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir. 

17. See Stein (1979) for one translation.

18. Puri (1990) states, “A part of their distrust of Delhi is a reflection of their
perception of the present rulers as successors of the Mughal kings whose
role is flaunted by them in Kashmir to establish their secular credentials.”
This has a striking parallel in the position taken by Bhindranwale and other
Sikh militants in Punjab.

19. This point is further developed in a report on a seminar on Kashmiri tra-
dition (Puri 1990).

20. This material is drawn from Navlakha (1991).

21. Interestingly the Sikhs in Kashmir, who created their own political group
on religious lines, were more aligned with the Hindus in this situation. This
may have reflected history, class, and a reaction to the rise of the All-India
Muslim League, rather than any religious affinities.

22. Indian princely states made Standstill Agreements with either Pakistan or
India to keep relations the same as they had been with British India until
the state decided to accede to Pakistan or India.

23. See Lamb (1991): 123.

24. See Information Service of India (1956): 5–6.

25. See Lamb (1991): 130.

26. Rizvi (1992) quotes Moore’s analysis, “[which] establishes beyond reason-
able doubt that the scheme of [Pakistani] invasion originally emerged spon-
taneously among the tribes as a response to [attacks] against Muslims in
East Punjab and the Maharaja’s [Hari Singh’s] territories.” 

27. Again the facts are not entirely clear. Certainly Singh signed the order on
26 October. But Lamb (1991), interpreting one of the diplomatic records,
finds that the actual signing of the accession agreement took place after
Indian military support started. This weakens India’s argument that its
military support was justified on the basis of an accession order. The only
legally binding document in place was the Standstill Agreement with Paki-
stan. Although this seems a technicality, it does give a feeling of the type
of debate that would fill many UN volumes. The possibility that Abdullah
would head the government was not in the accession document. 

28. The letter is cited in Navlakha (1991).

29. See ibid., p. 2954.

30. An extensive discussion and interpretation of this constitution-making
process, with reference to Kashmir, as well as its broader implications, is
in ibid.
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31. Other laws were introduced outlawing activities that disputed the integrity
of India, its flag, or its constitution. By 1957 a new constitution was put
into place modeled on the Indian one, and accession to India was accepted
by the constituent assembly of Kashmir. A complete chronology can be
found in Appendix I in Bose et al. (1990).

32. Lamb (1991) views Pakistan as much more the instigator in 1965 than in
1947. He suggests that Pakistani leaders overestimated the support of the
Kashmiri population in the case of such a conflict. This is consistent with
the notion that the Kashmiris would prefer some form of autonomy to
domination by India or Pakistan, even though the latter may be the only
realistic options.

33. Both Sheikh Abdullah and his replacement, his brother-in-law Bakshi Ghu-
lam Mohammed, might be labeled “populist”, but whereas the former im-
plemented policies toward land reform and greater availability of primary
education, the latter focused more on policies such as food subsidies. These
were abolished by Abdullah when he came back to power.

34. An extreme position would be that the heterogeneity of beliefs and cultures
across India makes the term “Hindu” an artificial construct when applied
in a religious sense. Certainly the current emphasis among some political
organizations in actively promoting the concept of “Hindutva” suggests
that artificiality. However, the point to be made is not that Hinduism is
naturally monolithic, but that there is a commonness among enough Hin-
dus so that Sikhs and Muslims had too much otherness to have their de-
mands easily accommodated.

35. A counterargument is that actually the flexibility is good, in the sense that
it allows pressures to be accommodated and so reduces the potential for
conflict. Thus if the center in India was facing increasing pressure from the
Hindu nationalist end of the political spectrum, it was beneficial that it
could amend the constitution easily with respect to Kashmir’s special
status. But it remains true that the possibility of additional commitment
expands the available range of options without ruling out noncommitment
options or renegotiation. If, for example, Kashmiris had veto power with
respect to changes in special provisions affecting them, they could have
been bribed to accept such changes. This still does not rule out the possi-
bility of things entirely falling apart in such a situation.

36. One can trace violence in these contexts as well. See Rudolph and Rudolph
(1986), for example.

37.  Kerala, in the south of India, is a state that has competing minorities and
has been relatively ill-treated by the center but has not erupted in violent
conflict. In addition to substantial differences in strategic location and his-
torical development (e.g., education levels) as compared to Punjab and
Kashmir, Kerala in the early 1980s saw its people well placed to take ad-
vantage of their better education in jobs in the oil-rich Middle East.
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REEMERGING ETHNIC POLITICS IN GERMANY:
FAR RIGHT PARTIES AND VIOLENCE

John C. Leslie

With the emergence of resentments over an increasing number
of foreign residents onto the political agenda of the Federal Republic
of Germany (FRG) in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it seemed that
even the most stable industrial democracies would not be spared the
resurgence of ethnic politics accompanying the end of the cold war.
In winter and spring 1989 the successes of far right political parties,
particularly the Republikaner (REPs), brought the relationship be-
tween Germans and non-Germans to the center of the political
arena.1 A few months later, as the authority of the Socialist Unity
Party (SED) collapsed in the East and unification gained momentum,
many feared the fluid situation would provide opportunity for po-
litical entrepreneurs on the extreme right to articulate the concerns
of some in the new society for a reformulation of exclusive German
nationalism. During the first year of German unity these fears re-
mained unsubstantiated. Then, in fall 1991, far right parties pushed
themselves and the ethnic boundaries of German society back to
center stage with the entrance of another extreme right party, the
Deutsche Volksunion (DVU), into Bremen’s state parliament. This
time, however, the electoral successes of far right parties were ac-
companied by a new development: a dramatic escalation of violence
against many of Germany’s foreign residents. For another year the
growing influence of far right parties and escalating violence against
“foreigners” paralleled one another until fall/winter 1992–93, when
both the fortunes of these parties and the level of violence abruptly
began to decline.

This chapter traces the emergence and politicization of ethnic
tensions in German society from the late 1980s through the early
years of unification. It explains two very different outcomes in this
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process: the emergence of political entrepreneurs competing in the
electoral process who advocated exclusive boundaries to German
society, on the one hand, and the spontaneous eruption and “band-
wagoning effects” of xenophobic violence, on the other. It attributes
these differing outcomes to the changing institutional opportunities
and constraints imposed on actors by the political system of the FRG
during this period. Prior to fall 1989, the institutions of West German
democracy did not prohibit entrepreneurs from exploiting political
and social problems associated with rising immigration to provoke
a nativist backlash. However, they did ensure that backlash re-
mained contained within the rules of parliamentary democracy. Uni-
fication changed the course of events by transferring issues and
debates about immigration from the tight constraints of West Ger-
man society to the fluid environment in the East. This transfer re-
sulted in an explosion of violence against “foreigners” throughout
Germany. Finally, the eruption of violence itself brought movement
among established actors in the German polity to reorganize and
reaffirm key elements of the rules governing ethnic relations in the
FRG, with the result that far right parties were pushed out of elec-
toral politics and xenophobic violence was removed to the criminal
margins of society.

The chapter is organized into three parts. The first part investi-
gates the initial outcome in Germany’s ethnic relations: the electoral
opportunity created for far right entrepreneurs by the dramatic rise
of immigration to West German society during the 1980s. It discusses
the legal and normative institutions that set parameters within
which immigration became defined as an issue in the political arena.
It then considers how these constraints shaped the choices of estab-
lished political parties in the FRG on issues associated with immi-
gration. Finally, it demonstrates how these established actors
provided an opportunity for a new type of far right political party
to capitalize electorally on the tensions produced by the rising
number of foreigners entering German society.

The second part focuses on the second outcome, or how unifi-
cation changed the course of events to produce xenophobic violence.
First, it considers the emergence of a fluid social environment in the
East as institutional mechanisms of integration and social control
collapsed together with the SED regime. Then it explains how the
transfer of the inflammatory rhetoric of immigration and asylum
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from the West to the East generated a rapid escalation of xenophobic
violence that spread across both parts of Germany.

Finally, the concluding section describes the response of actors
in the German polity to xenophobic violence. Both established po-
litical parties and large numbers of citizens moved to reinforce cer-
tain rules about ethnic relations and change others, which resulted
in the marginalization of xenophobic violence as well as far right
parties.

POLITICIZATION OF IMMIGRATION IN THE FRG AT THE END OF
THE 1980s: CHANNELING ETHNIC TENSIONS INTO THE

ELECTORAL ARENA

External shocks, especially a rapid rise in the number of immi-
grants, brought ethnicity back to the center of West German politics
at the end of the 1980s. This section traces the process by which
immigration and relations between German and non-German resi-
dents were shaped politically and channeled into the electoral arena,
with the result of temporarily opening an electoral opportunity for
the REPs and other far right parties. In examining these processes, the
section focuses on two sets of institutional parameters and the choices
of political actors within them. First, it examines the constraints im-
posed by existing laws which embody three very different, even
contradictory, views of the “proper” relationship among Germans,
non-Germans, and state authorities. Second, it considers norms about
the National Socialist (NS) past—which themselves find expression
in legal statutes—as they constitute barriers to political appeals based
on race and hierarchy. Finally, it looks at established political parties
as strategic actors in an uncertain environment whose actions shape
opportunities faced by others in the party system.

IMMIGRATION: THE BOUNDARIES OF GERMAN SOCIETY AND THE POLITICAL
AGENDA

As was the case throughout Western Europe, rapidly rising
numbers of immigrants during the 1980s prompted questions about
the boundaries of society in the FRG into the political arena.2 The
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new arrivals presented a peculiar problem in the FRG. Even into the
present, many German politicians claim, “Germany is not a country
of immigration.” In fact, the FRG still makes no legal provisions for
immigration. The lack of such regulations, therefore, shapes 1) the
means that hundreds of thousands of people who annually seek
entrance to West German society use to achieve this end, 2) the prob-
lems associated with this development, and 3) the manner in which
political debates evolve around the issue.

Although the FRG has no immigration law, three other mecha-
nisms create legal openings for those seeking residence in West Ger-
man society. The first of these reflects the lasting legacy of West
German recruitment of “guest workers” between the mid-1950s and
the early 1970s. While recruitment of foreign workers was stopped
in November 1973, government policies aimed at the integration of
resident aliens permit family members and dependents to join resi-
dent guest workers in the FRG.3 As a result, these policies have
brought about both continued growth and a changing composition
in the guest worker population.4

To those in Eastern Europe who can demonstrate their German
ethnicity, Article 116 of the Basic law (Grundgesetz) and the 1953
Federal Expellees and Refugees Law provide a second means of en-
trance to the Bundesrepublik.5 With Mikhail Gorbachev and the ad-
vent of glasnost, societies in Eastern Europe became more open not
only to the internal flow of information, but also to the outward flow
of emigrants. After 1986 the steady exodus of “ethnic Germans” from
Eastern Europe to the FRG rapidly accelerated (see Table 1). Al-
though demonstrating German ethnicity often required little more
than a German name or a parent or grandparent with a German
name—and little or no understanding of the German lan-
guage—these “ethnic Germans” became citizens of the FRG upon
arrival.

The final avenue of entrance into West German society has be-
come the most controversial. Article 16 of the West German Basic Law
guarantees those who are “politically persecuted” a subjective right
to asylum.6 State authorities were required to hear all claims to asylum,
and applicants could demand access to the legal system if they felt
decisions in their case were made unjustly. Thus by the end of the
1980s, the reunification of guest worker families, the liberalization of
conditions for ethnic Germans in Eastern Europe, and the asylum
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guarantee in Article 16—complemented by liberal access to judicial
review of petitions—were providing several hundred thousand new-
comers temporary or permanent residence in the FRG each year.

Accompanying this inflow was a catalogue of economic, social,
and fiscal problems which ensured that immigration, in one form or

Table 1

Immigration into the Federal Republic during the 1980s

Ethnic Germans East Germans
Year (Aussiedler) (Übersiedler) Asylum

1980 52,071 12,763 107,818 

1981 69,455 13,208 49,391

1982 48,170 13,208 37,423

1983 37,925 11,343 19,737

1984 36,459 40,974 35,278

1985 38,968 24,912 73,832

1986 42,788 26,178 99,650

1987 78,523 18,958 57,379

1988 202,673 39,832 103,076 

1989 377,055 343,854 121,318 

Sources: For asylum applicants, 1980–89, see Ursula Münch, Asylpolitik in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2d ed. (Opladen: Leske and Budrich, 1993),
p. 253; Klaus J. Bade, ed., Aktuell Kontrovers: Ausländer, Aussiedler, Asyl
in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2d ed. (Hannover: Niedersächsishe
Landeszentrale für politische Bildung, 1992), p. 30. For ethnic Germans
and East Germans, 1985–89, see Barbara Marshall, “German Migration
Policies,” in Developments in German Politics, ed. G. Smith, W. Patterson,
P. Merkl, and S. Padgett (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1992),
p. 249. For ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe and those from the
GDR for 1980–84, see Thomas Mayer, “Immigration into West Ger-
many: Historical Perspectives and Policy Implications,” in German
Unification, Economic Issues, ed. Leslie Lipschitz and Donogh McDon-
ald (Washington, D.C.: IMF, 1990), p. 131; International Monetary Fund
Occasional Paper No. 75.

Note:   These figures represent new arrivals, excluding entering dependents
of resident guest workers. Further, this table does not indicate the
number of resident aliens departing the FRG.
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another, would find its way onto the agenda of party politics. New
arrivals in all of the above categories contributed to the general in-
frastructural problems associated with immigration: education, so-
cial services, and the difficulties of integration into housing and
labor markets as well as in society generally.7 The arrival of ethnic
Germans and asylum applicants, however, precipitated special prob-
lems. Responsibility for the housing and support of both groups was
delegated to state and local authorities, for whom this became a large
and increasingly visible fiscal and political burden. Resentments
among Germans regarding the size of such expenditures were aggra-
vated by the privileged access—sometimes above the level granted
other citizens—ethnic Germans received to occupational retraining
programs, public housing, subsidized loans, and cash grants.8 These
highly visible demands by newcomers on the social product gave
currency to potentially explosive political questions about who was
entitled to enter German society and participate in the division of its
welfare.

INSTITUTIONAL TOPOGRAPHY OF IMMIGRATION POLITICS

At the same time that a large and growing number of immi-
grants was entering West German society, immigration did not le-
gally exist, so the influx of newcomers and the problems associated
with them stood open to political definition as these developments
were pushed onto the agenda of party politics. However, politicians
seldom enjoy unrestricted freedom to choose how developments will
be brought into the political arena. Rather, a set of contradictory
attitudes concerning the relations of Germans, non-Germans, and
public authority—embedded in German society and institutional-
ized in German law—defined the parameters within which immigra-
tion and its associated problems were thematized as issues on the
agenda of interparty politics. This section presents these attitudes,
their institutional reflection in German law, and the boundaries they
set for the developments in question. For convenience only, these
perspectives have been given the labels “ethnocultural,” “sta-
tist/communitarian,” and “liberal.”

More than the other two, the ethnocultural perspective shaped
the politics of immigration at the end of the 1980s.9 At its philosophi-
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cal core, this perspective rests not only on a belief in the nation or
Volk as a constitutive entity reflected in language, culture, and his-
tory, but also on a strict demarcation of the boundaries between
nations and peoples. The sticky problem historically has been
whether these boundaries have been drawn according to psychologi-
cal or biological lines. In a country like Germany, where this demar-
cation has evolved according to biological criteria, the logic of this
perspective, taken to its extreme, holds that members of the commu-
nity are born different and special and that the presence of nonmem-
bers represents a dangerous dilution of that which makes the
community unique. Although since the end of World War II public
expression of such attitudes has entailed a serious risk of public and
legal censoring, the ethnocultural perspective and biological defini-
tion of community boundaries remain firmly embedded in German
law. The most prominent examples of this are the jus sanguinis regu-
lation of citizenship, through the continued use of the 1913 citizen-
ship law, and the extension of citizenship rights to “ethnic Germans”
in Eastern Europe through Article 116 of the Basic Law.

While the inclusion of these regulations in the legal structure of
the West German state reflected practical and even humanitarian
considerations at the end of the war as much as a desire to maintain
the ideal of a unified “ethnic” German nation after defeat and divi-
sion, their persistence has, nonetheless, profoundly shaped the poli-
tics of immigration in the 1980s.10 This is seen most significantly in
the situation obtaining in 1989, when no less than 7 percent of the
resident population of the FRG lived without full rights of political
participation.11 Not only blatantly undemocratic, this situation also
created positive incentives for politicians to engage in the divisive
politics of ethnic identity. Because foreign residents of the FRG who
are not citizens of other European Union (EU) countries are at pre-
sent unlikely to acquire either citizenship or the right to vote, poli-
ticians can engage in immigrant bashing without fear of electoral
reprisal by immigrant voters.

The second perspective in German attitudes and laws govern-
ing the residence of foreign nationals reflects traditions of continen-
tal statism and communitarianism. From this point of view,
lawmakers should be hesitant to codify the rights of individuals for
fear that doing so might impede the attainment of a higher pur-
pose—the realization of the raison d’état or “general will.” Instead,
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there is greater willingness to restrict individual rights in pursuit of
social outcomes and to entrust state administrators with discretion-
ary power to manage conflicts between individual and state or com-
munal interests. The history of postwar West German attempts to
regulate political asylum and guest workers is replete with legisla-
tion seeking to maximize the discretionary powers of state actors and
to limit the ability of individuals to block administrative authority,
particularly through judicial review.12 Prominent examples are the
1965 Foreigner Law (Ausländergesetz) and the 1992–93 change in the
constitutional regulation of political asylum.

In the postwar decades of rapid economic growth, those work-
ing according to a statist/communitarian perspective introduced a
deceptively simple calculus into the regulation of foreign nationals
in German society. As guest workers represented the first large-scale
influx of foreign nationals since the immediate postwar period,
much of the foundation for the regulation of relations among Ger-
mans, foreigners, and public authority evolved from experience with
them. During the years of the “economic miracle” it was easy to
think of the presence of guest workers as a relatively simple affair:
as long as they represented a net gain for the community—defined
exclusively in short-term, material terms—they were tolerated.
Should they become a burden, they would have to leave.13 Events in
the 1970s dispelled both the illusion of uninterrupted economic
growth—which conveniently concealed differences of interest be-
tween guest workers and other elements of West German soci-
ety—and the belief that foreign labor could be managed purely as
an industrial input. Persistent growth in the guest worker popula-
tion, even after the 1973 recruitment stop, raised, among others, a
troubling question: with what justification and at what price could
human beings be excluded from full participation in a democratic
society? By the 1970s, then, statist/communitarian regulations came
in conflict with the last perspective.

The final set of attitudes informing the regulation of foreigners
in the FRG and the evolving politics of immigration belongs to the
liberal and humanist traditions of the Western democratic experi-
ence. Liberals and humanists advocate strong institutional mecha-
nisms for the protection of individual rights against encroachment
by either the state or social majorities. As in the constitutions of other
Western parliamentary democracies, the FRG’s Basic Law contains
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articles guaranteeing certain fundamental individual rights to all on
its territory, regardless of nationality. In the development of the poli-
tics of immigration, none has been more important than Article 16,
which guarantees the politically persecuted a right to asylum, and
Article 19, Paragraph 4, of the Basic Law, which ensures recourse to
judicial review to individuals who feel their rights have been un-
justly curtailed by administrative decision.

Conceived partly in atonement for the crimes of National So-
cialism, these articles have provided access to the physical security
and material wealth of West German society to a great number of
individuals. Many of these individuals were clearly entitled to po-
litical asylum under Article 16, and many were not. Liberal access to
judicial review for all asylum applicants, however, has had the con-
sequence that by the early 1980s the average length of asylum pro-
ceedings had stretched to longer than six years.14 During this time
public resources finance not only housing and support for these
individuals, but also the cost of legal proceedings themselves. As the
number of applications increased, case backlogs swelled, reviews
lengthened, and the asylum process became a steadily more attrac-
tive means of entrance to West German society. As this became a
vicious cycle, resonance grew—first among state and local politi-
cians and then in the broader public—for a halt to the “abuse” of
Germany’s asylum laws.15

Because each is embedded in the legal structure of the FRG,
these three perspectives represent the key topographical features of
the arena in which the presence of foreigners became politicized at
the end of the 1980s. As late as the early 1980s, these three principles
coexisted tenuously in German politics and society without finding
their way to the center of competition among the major political
parties. Alone, undisguised appeals based on an ethnocultural vi-
sion of society were excluded from politics. By the mid-1980s mount-
ing pressure to solve the problems associated with the rapidly rising
number of immigrants forced politicians to search for ways to frame
these developments politically. This process of politicization in-
volved elevating certain interpretations of problems, along with
policies to rectify them, while subordinating others. Before turning
to the role of political parties in shaping the politics of immigration
and relations between German and non-German residents, we must
examine the powerful taboos about racism and the NS past, which
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also represent considerable constraints on possible outcomes in West
German ethnic relations.

THE PAST AS CONSTRAINT ON THE POLITICS OF ETHNIC RADICALISM

As a result of history, exclusive nationalism and ethnic politics
have become the intellectual property of the extreme right. Fur-
ther—and also a result of history—nowhere else in Western Europe
does past experience weigh so heavily against organized expressions
of exclusive nationalism as in the FRG. Revulsion at the crimes of
the NS era and Germany’s defeat, occupation, and dismemberment
at the end of World War II are reflected not only in popular attitudes,
but also in institutional norms and legal structures. These norms and
laws severely circumscribe public space to the expression of such
ideas, particularly when they are advocated by organizations. While
these barriers have not precluded the existence of organiza-
tions—even far right political parties—holding such ideals, they
channel their development in one of two directions.16 Such organi-
zations must either move away from overt advocacy of racism and
ethnic hierarchy or be pushed into a clandestine existence on the
criminal margins of society. This section considers these social and
legal barriers to the organized politics of ethnic exclusivity.

Both popular attitudes and rules of self-government within so-
cial organizations reflect the strength of norms condemning the Nazi
past as a constraint on radical politics, particularly by ethnic entre-
preneurs and far right parties. Observers of public opinion in the
FRG note that public satisfaction with democratic institutions has
risen parallel to a decline in the number of those voicing positive
associations with the NS past. Further, because they exist in chrono-
logical juxtaposition with one another, support for the ideas and
institutions of the FRG seems to be inextricably intertwined with
rejection of National Socialism. Such developments represent a
structural limitation on the electoral support for appeals based on
exclusive nationalism even during periods of considerable institu-
tional change.17 Moreover, such attitudes, especially since the late
1960s, have found nearly constant reinforcement in the rules and
norms governing many important social organizations. For organi-
zations associated with the political left, this is a matter of ideologi-
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cal course. However, even in organizations that are politically neu-
tral or on the democratic right, one finds strict controls over flirta-
tions with the intellectual property of the extreme right. Such
controls in key social organizations contribute in turn to the creation
of similar controls in other organizations, with the eventual effect of
building an infrastructure of democratic civil society within which
there are few enclaves where extreme nationalist and racist attitudes
can be expressed openly.

In addition to the norms permeating popular attitudes and
organizations, formal, legal restrictions on the content of political
messages circumscribe the room for maneuver of radical political
organizations. Three articles of the Basic Law set tight legal bounda-
ries on the behavior of political organizations operating at the
fringes of democracy. Article 18 permits the restriction of the civil
rights of those who would turn the freedoms of conscience, unre-
stricted dissemination of ideas, and association against the “basic
order of freedom and democracy.” Article 9, Paragraph 2, grants
state and federal interior ministries authority to disband associa-
tions whose purpose or activities operate contrary to law, the con-
stitutional order, or the reconciliation of different peoples. Finally,
Article 21, Paragraph 2, provides for the proscription as “unconsti-
tutional” of any political party that, according to the behavior of its
members, seeks to undermine or eliminate the basic order of free-
dom and democracy or that endangers the existence of the FRG.18

These limitations have been refined and extended by the rulings of
the Federal Constitutional Court against extremist organizations of
both the political right and left. The enforcement of these regula-
tions demonstrates that a measure of conformity to certain ground
rules is a prerequisite of existential importance to extremist parties
in the FRG.

While not eliminating the politics of ethnicity altogether, these
constraints push the development of ethnic politics, and the political
organizations that would capitalize on them, along two divergent
courses. Explicit association of an organization with violence and/or
the discredited racism and ideology of the NS past almost ensures
that some combination of state authorities, other political parties,
and even the broader electorate will move to drive it out of the
political arena and out of existence or into the ghetto of clandestine
Nazi and neo-Nazi politics. To avoid marginalization, far right par-
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ties and ethnic entrepreneurs must perform a most delicate—and
perhaps impossible—balancing act. While avoiding explicit en-
dorsement of violence, racism, and NS ideology, they must also dif-
ferentiate themselves from parties of the democratic right, the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and Christian Social Union
(CSU), on the basis of concrete issues. Consequently, the chances for
such entrepreneurs to win votes outside a core of ideologically mo-
tivated voters, of far less than the 5 percent threshold necessary for
parliamentary representation, remain hostage to the choices of other
actors—primarily other parties—within the electoral system. Rarely
do established actors intentionally leave open space on an issue hos-
pitable to ethnic entrepreneurs. However, with the politicization of
immigration at the end of the 1980s, such a configuration did
emerge.

THE ELECTORAL OUTCOME: OPENING POLITICAL SPACE FOR FAR RIGHT PARTIES
ON IMMIGRATION

Given the narrowly defined room for maneuver of far right
organizations, the politicization of the FRG’s ethnic tensions in the
form of electorally competitive far right parties at the end of the 1980s
seems unlikely. To understand how this came to be, it is necessary to
consider the actions of established political parties on issues surround-
ing immigration within the constraints outlined above. This section
describes the role of both strategic choices made by established parties
and the consequences of those choices—whether intentional or unin-
tentional—in creating an electoral space for far right parties to capi-
talize on the tensions arising from immigration. Because the existence
of a potential does not ensure that it will be exploited, a brief account
will be given of the entrepreneurial character of the FRG’s far right
parties, particularly the REPs.

The absence of legal avenues for immigration, or even a public
discussion that West Germany might be a “land of immigration,” left
open the political definition of problems arising from the annual
influx of hundreds of thousands of people. But even as the weight
of numbers assured that these problems would find their way onto
the political agenda, it was up to elected political representatives to
frame them as issues and propose solutions to deal with them. Here
the immigration issue became the subject of one of the dilemmas that
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has arisen out of the declining ideological distance that separates
major parties and their voters not only in the FRG, but also in many
Western industrial societies. As polarized ideological interpretations
of the world wane, large parties have increasingly laid their claim to
political power in the capacity to manage economic and social prob-
lems. Simultaneously, such problems, including immigration, have
become sufficiently complex to defy solution by the means readily
available. However, under the pressure of electoral competition, can
any party—government or opposition—admit its uncertainty or
helplessness in the face of an important problem without appearing
inept or handing its political adversaries an electoral advantage?19

Because immigration in the FRG was embedded in this dilemma,
established parties confronted the strategic choice between recogniz-
ing the complexity of issues and seeking a nonpartisan, long-term
solution—hoping political competitors would cooperate—and pre-
empting the adversary and forsaking long-term solutions to maxi-
mize short-term political gain (or at least minimize short-term
losses). While the outlines of this choice seemed clear, actors could
not anticipate all the consequences of one choice or another. The
following examines first the choice of the CDU/CSU (“Union” for
short) on issues of immigration and then the consequences of these
choices for others in the political system.

During the latter part of the 1980s elements within the
CDU/CSU sought to define the growing influx of foreigners into
West German society as the result of a “misuse” of the FRG’s liberal
regulation of political asylum. According to this formula, those en-
tering by this means were at best economic refugees, but more likely
they were merely individuals seeking to exploit German prosperity
and a generous welfare system. The solution offered by Union poli-
ticians, therefore, was to change the constitutional provisions for
asylum. In binding “misuse” to a position demanding change in the
constitutional rules for asylum, the Union drew a line of conflict
between the values of statist/communitarians and those of liberals.
Thus immigration was raised immediately from an issue that had
separated elected representatives at different levels of the federal
system to the agenda of intra- and interparty politics.

While initially a CSU response to a local challenge from the
Bavarian Republikaner, the Union’s position was also calculated to
electorally neutralize its major competitor, the Social Democratic
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Party (SPD), on the issue of immigration. Changing constitutional
provisions for asylum required a two-thirds majority and therefore
opposition support. Union willingness to sacrifice the liberal princi-
ples contained in Article 16 was calculated to aggravate the always
tense relations between the defenders of liberal, humanist values
and the more statist/communitarian-oriented Social Democrats
within the SPD. The inevitable deadlock between groups within the
SPD, so Union strategists calculated, would then have the effect of
alienating those voters, particularly in urban districts, who were
confronted on a daily basis with the social and fiscal consequences
of immigration. It was assumed that the Union, on the other hand,
could posture itself as the responsible party, offering a programmatic
response to these problems, only to be blocked by the obstructionism
of an opposition without an alternative.

Convincing evidence for the primacy of electoral concerns over
the desire to manage problems of immigration is offered in the strik-
ing contrast between Union attacks on asylum-seekers and the pol-
icy of Helmut Kohl’s government toward “ethnic Germans” from
Eastern Europe. Under the Special Program for Aussiedler, from Au-
gust 1988 “ethnic Germans” gained unrestricted entry to the FRG
and access to public resources equal to native West Germans.20 This
was done in spite of the fact that 1) most Germans considered the
new arrivals from Eastern Europe—more than 80 percent of whom
spoke no German whatsoever—at least as foreign as most asylum
applicants, and 2) in 1988 twice as many “ethnic Germans” entered
the FRG with the aid of government policy as asylum-seekers en-
tered by means of Article 16. In 1989 the number of “ethnic Germans”
was three times as high (see Table 1). However, unlike a change in
Article 16, controlling the flow of “ethnic Germans” and the de-
mands they placed on the resources of state and society did not
require a two-thirds parliamentary majority. Of course, these East
Europeans tended to be religious, conservative, and hold patriarchal
values, which might incline them to vote for the Union.21

Union efforts to focus public attention on the “misuse” of asy-
lum produced several consequences, none of which was fully in-
tended. First, in a climate where asylum-seekers were portrayed as
an undeserving burden, not only distinctions between different
groups of foreign residents, but also distinctions between different
justifications for the reform of the legal avenues of entrance into the
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FRG began to erode. In formal justifications for reform, Union poli-
ticians emphasized West Germany’s limited fiscal capacity to man-
age a potentially limitless “flood” of foreigners.22 Asylum reform
was presented as a practical necessity dictated by the problem of
limited material resources. However, while arguments about limited
capacity rest on a statist/communitarian logic, the rhetoric of “mis-
use” injected a chauvinist element into public discussions. Asylum
applicants were not presented as humans who, for whatever reason,
were leaving their homes behind, but as frauds and even parasites
sapping the affluence and security created by German society. Such
statements leave little distance between themselves and perspectives
that would attribute the prosperity of (West) German society to some
fortuitous characteristic of Germans that is lacking in other races or
cultures. In short, the inflammatory rhetoric of some Union politi-
cians bridged across the debates of acceptable politics—between lib-
ertarian concerns for individual constitutional rights and the needs
of the state or national community—to the racial and cultural hier-
archies espoused by far right groups.

A second consequence of the “misuse” campaign was also not
precisely what Union politicians had planned. The challenge to Ar-
ticle 16 did produce the expected conflict between the defenders of
different values within the SPD. Further, the inability to resolve the
internal party controversy did drive a wedge between the Social
Democrats and some voters concerned with the problems of immi-
gration. However, in spite of internal divisions, the SPD was able to
damage Union credibility on the problems of immigration. Social
Democrats assaulted Union responsibility for swelling numbers of
“ethnic Germans” from Eastern Europe, demanding a revision of
Article 116. As neither side could implement reforms over the objec-
tions of the other, the West German electorate was treated to the
unseemly spectacle of its elected representatives engaged in a series
of transparent electoral maneuvers, in which the various categories
of foreign residents were reduced to pawns. Consequently a very
visible and damaging deadlock developed at the center of the politi-
cal system.

Through the environment of inflamed rhetoric and political
deadlock, the “misuse” campaign had a third unintended conse-
quence. Far right organizations acquired an opportunity to tran-
scend the politics of the radical right ghetto. In their defense of
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Article 116 and their rhetorical tenor, Union politicians found them-
selves in the uncomfortable position of narrowing the ideological
ground between themselves and parties of the extreme right. More
important, they also gave the far right a concrete issue with which
to differentiate themselves from the CDU/CSU. To Union critiques
that they were the peddlers of discredited ideas from the past, far
right politicians could respond—albeit disingenuously—that it was
not they who were defending the legal notion of a Volk by letting in
hundreds of thousands of “ethnic Germans” who understood nei-
ther the language nor the culture of the FRG.23 At the same time, the
large parties’ inability to formulate a concrete policy on immigration
offered far right parties a chance to assume a populist stance vis-à-
vis not only the Union, but also the party system as a whole. Against
the backdrop of legislative gridlock, far right politicians portrayed
themselves as the representatives of the common people against a
uniformly cynical and corrupt political class. With a small measure
of authenticity, they could claim the issue was not “asylum appli-
cants” or “ethnic Germans”—these were labels that interested pro-
fessional politicians, not common people—but rather too many
foreigners. Far from offering an outlet for voters to make an abstract
or ill-defined protest, far right parties focused electoral dissatisfac-
tion on a concrete issue and the real shortcomings of the political
system in dealing with immigration.24

As noted, the presence of opportunity offered no guarantee that
political organizations of the far right would be prepared to exploit
it. It was the innovation of the REPs to seek explicitly to maintain
distance in public between themselves and statements of ideology,
use of Nazi symbols, and—especially—any association with vio-
lence. With mixed success, the REPs sought to adapt right extremism
to the rules of parliamentary democracy. Borrowing an innovation
of the French Nouvelle Droite, the REPs were careful to couch their
objections to foreigners in German society in the language of culture
and values, thereby skirting the stigmatizing issue of racism.25 To
preempt official and popular suspicions about personal links be-
tween the party and other far right organizations, Paragraph 3 of the
REP party statute excludes from membership the functionaries of
any political organization considered anticonstitutional or radical.26

However, the need to bind the loyalties of committed far right activ-
ists and to create an appearance of respectability before the public
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created too many inconsistencies and demanded a nearly untenable
balancing act that the party leadership maintained with only limited
success.

Neither the REPs nor the other far right parties successfully
carved out a section of the West German electorate as their own
hunting ground. Rather they collected a heterogeneous group of vot-
ers whose bonds with the other parties (CDU/CSU and SPD) had been
loosened.27 Displaying a pattern of development found in the eletorate
as a whole, where socioeconomic factors and party identification are
becoming less and less tightly aligned, REP voters are not readily
distinguishable from the electors of other parties according to demo-
graphic characteristics. Far right supporters are overwhelmingly male,
more likely to have the minimum required formal education, and be
workers or self-employed;28 however, REP supporters in 1989 could
not easily be differentiated from the West German electorate in terms
of age, confession, income, union membership, or home ownership.29

Where demographic traits fail to distinguish far right support-
ers, however, the subjective orientations of these voters present a
more revealing picture. When asked to list spontaneously the most
important political problems of the day, REP supporters responded
most frequently “asylum-seekers” (34 percent), followed by “ethnic
Germans” (26 percent). The most common responses among the sam-
ple as a whole were “environmental protection” (33 percent) and
unemployment (29 percent).30 The reasons supporters listed for giv-
ing their votes to the REPs are also revealing in this sense. Eighty-
two percent of REP supporters cast their vote for the party because
of dissatisfaction with the other parties.31 Almost 90 percent of these
voters saw the REPs as a party “that raised problems neglected by
other parties.”32 Finally, 72 percent of REP voters gave as one of the
main reasons for voting for the party “Because the REPs advocate
solutions to the ‘foreigner problem.’”33 In these data it is clear that
the problems of immigration—and more specifically the inability of
the deadlocked political system to deal with them—presented far
right parties a rare opportunity to extend their support by articulat-
ing and focusing the frustrations of many voters with established
political representatives on a concrete issue.

The emergence of far right parties represents just one possible
outcome for the way tensions growing out of the unsolved problems
of immigration could be channeled into West German politics. Rising
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immigration during the 1980s spread serious social problems
throughout West German society that would not be kept off the
political agenda. While strong social norms and legal restrictions
kept developments from turning violent, there was no guarantee
that the tensions produced by immigration would not find reflection
in electoral politics of ethnicity, as long as actors demonstrated a
minimal conformity to taboos about racism and violence. In fact, the
restrictive regulation of German citizenship and political participa-
tion provides no disincentive for such development. Politicians who
exploit nativist frustrations with foreign residents—whether in es-
tablished or far right parties—face no possibility of electoral punish-
ment from naturalized voters.

Ultimately, however, established politicians bear responsibility
for the emergence of identity politics in the form of far right parties.
Faced with the complexity of immigration, these politicians had to
decide between long-term bipartisan reform, on the one hand, or
framing the issue to maximize immediate political advantage, on the
other. The competitive nature of the electoral environment seemed
to point to the prudence of the latter course. However, the Union’s
choice to frame issues according to the formula of “misuse of asy-
lum” and constitutional change created the polarized and dead-
locked environment which opened a space in the otherwise narrow
constraints imposed on the electoral efforts of far right parties. Fur-
thermore, the successes of far right parties in spring 1989 had the
effect of hastening internal realignment and strengthening advocates
of a harder line on “foreigners” within the Union.34 Floating voters
felt their votes for far right parties vindicated by the sudden atten-
tion they received from an otherwise unresponsive political class,
and it is not clear whether movement by the Union would have
recaptured these voters or consolidated the position of far right par-
ties in a manner similar to the development of the National Front in
France. In any case, a few months later unification dramatically
changed the course of developments.
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IMMIGRATION AND ETHNIC TENSIONS AFTER UNIFICATION: THE
ERUPTION AND SPREAD OF XENOPHOBIC VIOLENCE

German unification is sometimes described as a hostile corpo-
rate takeover where Western institutions and practices were simply
extended eastward. This analogy is contradicted by the record of
ethnic relations before and after unity. While far right parties re-
emerged after more than a year of dormancy in some Western state
and local elections after fall 1991, unification was accompanied by a
different manifestation of ethnic tensions in German society, an ex-
plosion of violence against foreigners starting in summer 1991 (see
Table 2). The collapse of the centralized SED regime and the acces-
sion of the newly reorganized East German states to the FRG through
the provisions of Article 23 of the Basic Law created a completely
new and fluid social environment onto which the institutions and
practices of West German parliamentary democracy were superim-
posed. The injection of the same debates and issues concerning im-
migration into this new social environment created opportunities for
a different type of actor—skinhead cliques—to produce a different
type of outcome in the management of ethnic tensions: spontaneous
attacks on foreign residents.

The investigation of the changing nature of ethnic relations in
the FRG after unification proceeds in four sections. First, it considers
the emergence of a turbulent social environment after the SED’s col-
lapse and rapid unification. The second section examines the transfer
of issues and debates surrounding immigration from the West to the
East. The third looks at the actors who discovered an opportunity
for themselves in this new situation. In the final section, the analysis
demonstrates how opportunity and actors came together in one
highly publicized incident of xenophobic violence in the Eastern city
of Hoyerswerda and how this incident (and others like it) generated
the bandwagoning effects which spread violence not only through-
out the East, but to the West as well.
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COLLAPSE AND UNIFICATION: THE DISRUPTION OF STATE CONTROL AND
ASSOCIATIONAL LIFE IN THE EAST

To understand why immigration produced such profoundly
different consequences in ethnic relations before and after unity,
some attention must be given to the social environment left in the
wake of the collapse of the GDR and German unification. The trans-
formation of Eastern society brought two developments that were
important for the intitial eruption of violence. First, rapid reorgani-
zation precipitated a collapse of the organs of state control and social
integration. At the same time, many East Germans were faced with

Table 2

Right Wing Violence, 1982–93

Total East Germany
Year (Number) (Number) Percent

1993 1,814 25

1992 2,584 865 33

1991 1,483 493 33

1990 270

Old FRG

1990 128

1989 103

1988 73

1987 76

1986 71

1985 69

1984 83

1983 67

1982 53

Source: Jens Alber, “Towards Explaining Anti-Foreign Violence in Germany”
(Cambridge, Mass.: Center for European Studies, Harvard University,
n.d.), table 1; Working Paper Series No. 53.
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a new and complex environment within which they were expected
to make choices, even as many of the associations that had pre-
viously provided information and direction in this process were fall-
ing away. This lack of a comprehensive and authoritative network
of institutions and associations, simultaneously binding citizens to
society and subjecting them to state authority, distinguishes the post-
unification experience of East Germans from developments in the
West prior to fall 1989 and provides the backdrop for the escalation
of xenophobic violence.

While society in the GDR bore little resemblance to Western
civil societies, for forty years centrally directed organizations inte-
grated some East Germans into Leninist state-society and kept the
rest under tight control. Starting in late summer 1989, however,
nearly every form of organized social activity—from the center of
the political system down to family life—underwent at least tempo-
rary disruption, weakening normative and coercive controls over
individual behavior. The following considers the consequences for
social controls of the administrative reorganization of the East and
the introduction of the Social Market Economy.

The collapse of centralized control by the SED produced three
patterns of administrative transformation which had the effect of
eliminating or undermining the authority of state controls. First, at
the extremes of the old system—at the political center and in local
administration and production—old organizations collapsed. The
record of forty years of absolute power eliminated all credibility
from the party’s claim to the right to exercise central political author-
ity. Power devolved rapidly from the party center, first to other
points within the party organization, then to citizens’ groups outside
the party, and finally to other parties backed by Western sponsors.35

At the local level, the departure of more than 400,000 East Germans
who fled the GDR between late 1989 and early 1990 left behind often
insurmountable gaps in production, administration, and the provi-
sion of services.36 While other organizations filled the vacuum at the
political center, many of the social and economic holes at the local
level remain unfilled long after unification.

Two other patterns of transformation contributed to the weak-
ness of those institutions which emerged out of the turbulence of
unification. First, some elements of the old administration—particu-
larly local government and services—remained in place, but with their
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effectiveness undermined by association with the old regime. This was
particularly true of police and courts which faced—not unsubstanti-
ated—accusations of systematic collaboration with the secret police.
Thus not only unfamiliarity with a new legal framework, but also a
social environment hostile to official authority threw up obstacles to
the enforcement of a newly proclaimed “rule of law.”37

Second, where important institutions collapsed or were too
compromised to remain under old management, organizations from
the West replaced them. This is true of unions, industrial manage-
ment, and political parties.38 These institutions obtained material
and personnel resources from the West, and their authority came not
so much as the local and spontaneous representatives of interests in
East Germany, but from the faith that they were responsible for sta-
bility and prosperity in the West and that they would recreate these
conditions in the East. Insofar as they were staffed by Westerners and
seen as acting in accordance with directives from the West, these
organizations maintained an alien presence, limiting their influence
over members in the East. Further, their authority was highly de-
pendent on the maintenance of economic prosperity and stability.

The introduction of the FRG’s Social Market Economy upset
relations between East Germans and society on an even more basic
level. By summer 1991 economic shock therapy, carried out through
the introduction of the West German DM at a one-to-one exchange
rate and the efforts of unions to quickly raise Eastern wages to West-
ern levels, produced unemployment at an official rate of 18 percent
and at an unofficial rate in excess of one-third of the Eastern working
population.39 Further, prior to 1989 large enterprises (Kombinate), in
addition to their part in industrial production, often played a large
role in the local provision of public housing, consumer goods, edu-
cation, and social and leisure activities for workers and their fami-
lies. Skyrocketing debts and wage rates accompanying currency
union and the breakup and reorganization of Kombinate by the
Treuhandanstalt eliminated these auxiliary functions before other
organizations could step in to replace them.40 Finally, claims for res-
titution of confiscated property by Westerners and elimination of
many generous provisions of the Eastern welfare system brought
insecurity and disruption right into family life. Many families in the
East now faced the disruptions associated with losing a home or the
guarantee of free child care.
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Together shock transformation of the economy and public ad-
ministration created a social environment in which both material
resources and organized social life were relatively scarce. Even the
substantial transfer of resources from West to East has taken place
through the central government and has been devoted to mainte-
nance of stability through the subsidization of consumption, pro-
foundly shaping the organization of economic and social life. As a
consequence of these developments, the bonds which tie citizens to
the normative order of society, as well as the mechanisms which
control them should they breach this order, were temporarily dis-
rupted in the East. This fluidity allowed tensions between German
and non-German residents to develop along a different path than
was possible in the West.

MOVING THE PROBLEMS AND DEBATES SURROUNDING IMMIGRATION EAST

Accession to the FRG through the provisions of Article 23 trans-
ferred more than the institutional rules and organizations of Western
parliamentary democracy East. With laws and parties came also the
issues and debates of the FRG’s political system, including the un-
solved problems of immigration. Regardless of whether Western poli-
ticians understood this, immigration and politicians’ comments on it
had a different audience in Easterners, who themselves confronted a
different set of problems than their new Western compatriots. Conse-
quently, as with the rise of far right parties in the West before 1989,
established politicians played an instrumental role in setting the stage
for the second outcome in ethnic relations, xenophobic violence.

As a concrete problem, immigration was introduced through the
Treaty on Unification. It stipulated that the new Länder—in proportion
to their population rather than in consideration of the social conditions
prevailing in the East—take 20 percent of new asylum-seekers as well
as 20 percent of “ethnic Germans” from Eastern Europe.41 Although
it never approached Western levels in practice, the increasing presence
of foreigners in the East provided a focus for many of the dissatisfac-
tions accompanying unity. In the face of massive unemployment,
housing shortages, and the myriad unsolved problems of reorganizing
Eastern society, it proved difficult for officials to address or diffuse
popular resentments over public expenditures and accommodations
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for foreign residents. Indeed local authorities in the East often proved
unable or unwilling to manage rising tensions between German and
non-German residents before they escalated into incidents such as
those at Hoyerswerda and Rostock.42

Far more important than the physical transportation of immi-
grants eastward, however, was the projection of the politically po-
larized debate about these issues into Eastern society. Within months
of unification public attention refocused on these issues in both parts
of Germany. In the course of summer and fall 1991, under General
Secretary Volker Rühe, the Union’s “misuse” campaign against asy-
lum-seekers took a subtle but important turn. Rather than the state
having reached its capacity to accommodate new immigrants, Union
politicians suggested that the massive misuse of the right to asylum
had overwhelmed the population’s capacity for tolerance.43 Quickly
the existence of a mythical threshold for society’s capacity to accom-
modate foreign residents became common wisdom, and even com-
mentators who should have known better began to speak of the
“threshold of Überfremdung” (overalienation) as fact.44 In the more
volatile East such statements made the situation more hospitable to
racism and xenophobia in two ways. First, they provided existing
and nascent skinhead cliques a target group, an “other” against
which to define themselves. For these groups Union statements pro-
vided outside confirmation by authoritative observers that the pres-
ence of this “other” was dangerous and undesirable. Second, the
ambiguity toward violence contained in such statements supported
the rationalizations of many perpetrators that they were carrying out
the will of the silent majority which politicians themselves were too
hypocritical to enact. At the very least, they excused perpetrators of
violence by placing responsibility for it on the victims. Thus in the
turbulence of Eastern society, imported rhetoric of immigration and
asylum created the perception that violence was tolerated. The costs
of engaging in acts of violence against foreigners were thus lowered.

ENTREPRENEURS IN A PERMISSIVE ENVIRONMENT: AUTONOMOUS SKINHEAD
CLIQUES

While polarized debate on immigration and deadlock at the
political center of the FRG created opportunity for electoral entre-
preneurs from the far right at the end of the 1980s, this same situation
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was not duplicated in the East after unification. To the surprise of
most observers, including far right parties themselves, the turbu-
lence of this environment did not translate into a new electoral po-
tential for parties like the REPs. In fact, since 1989 no far right party
has approached the 5 percent electoral threshold in local, state, na-
tional, or European elections in the five new Länder. Rather, the
fluidity of Eastern society in the immediate aftermath of unification
created an opportunity for a completely different kind of actor:
small, autonomous groups of young men who, at least in external
appearance, adopted the symbols and language of racism, xenopho-
bia, and even National Socialism. This section considers the origin
of these groups and the opportunity presented to them by the appar-
ent permissiveness of postunification society to antiforeigner vio-
lence.

More than 90 percent of xenophobic acts of violence against
foreigners in East and West Germany between 1990 and 1993—in-
cluding those in Hoyerswerda and Rostock—were committed by
groups of men under the age of 25.45 Of these, about half were com-
mitted in groups of ten or fewer. While these cliques represent a
rudimentary form of organization and while the overwhelming ma-
jority of their members claim a skinhead, extreme right, or xenopho-
bic orientation, it might make some sense to describe them as
political organizations.46 However, even if these are political organi-
zations with a specific ideological orientation, this does not imme-
diately betray the goals or reasons for their existence. Most of these
cliques, far removed from the ambitions of far right parties or clan-
destine neo-Nazi movements, do not seek to win state power or to
promulgate a political agenda. Rather, they serve the immediate
needs of their members for orientation and a sense of political iden-
tity in a turbulent environment.

The core of many of these skinhead cliques came into being
during the later years of the GDR. From their origins it is clear that
the extreme right ideology and symbols of these groups served pri-
marily the needs of their members for an independent political iden-
tity vis-à-vis the homogenizing official culture of “real-existing
socialism.”47 By the late 1970s and early 1980s media-transmitted
expressions of Anglo-American youth culture, such as heavy metal,
punk, and skinheads, had become nearly interchangeable symbols
of resistance for young East Germans against the official culture of
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the GDR. Distinctions between these categories were less important
than the fact that they were all proscribed by the authorities.48 How-
ever, because the self-identification of the GDR was inextricably
bound up with a rejection of the NS past, the symbols of the Third
Reich proved powerfully alluring to those wishing to express their
alienation from the official order. Evidence suggests these symbols
were already in ascendence by the late 1980s in many parts of the
East German youth subculture.49 With the collapse of the old social
order, existing far right groups formed a core around which other
disattached youths could coalesce. Further, the rhetorical environ-
ment of the postunification asylum debate provided external rein-
forcement—or at least did nothing to disabuse members—of a
xenophobic interpretation of their surroundings.

Considerable heterogeneity and intergroup mobility exists be-
tween political, unpolitical, left, and right skins, pointing to the fact
that neither ideological goals nor service to organizations is the pri-
mary motive for membership. Rather, the purpose of most skinhead
groups centers more on their mere existence than the realization of
a common external goal. Such groups provide a measure of integra-
tion and belonging missing in other aspects of life in a turbulent
environment. They offer members the security of numbers. Finally,
in dividing the external society into superordinate and subordinate
categories, groups furnish members a sense of orientation toward
the outside world.50

Violence has proven an effective means of consolidating and
reinforcing group bonds. It forcefully delineates boundaries between
the group and the external environment. It creates its own demand
for the safety of the group. It is the primary means of testing the
group’s schema for classification of the external world into superior
and inferior categories. Finally, it even mediates a common set of
values concerning masculinity, comradeship, and action.

Because the origin and operation of such cliques focuses on
association for its own sake, rather than organization toward a com-
mon political purpose, there are considerable barriers to the incor-
poration of these loose cliques into formal far right organizations.
One observer has suggested that members of skinhead cliques ap-
proach action,  violence, and group membership hedonistically—out
of the individual desire for experience, rather than out of commit-
ment to the realization of an idea—in a kind of “post-modern neo-
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Nazism.”51 It has also been observed that individuals with such ori-
entations seldom subordinate themselves to the discipline required
by the Führer/cadre organizations of old-style clandestine far right
groups.52 Consequently attempts by more organized groups to in-
strumentalize skinhead violence have been unsuccessful.53 Planned
and organized acts of violence remain unusual, while the majority
of attacks on foreigners seem to be more or less spontaneous inci-
dents facilitated by too much alcohol, boredom, and television-me-
diated examples to imitate.54

HOYERSWERDA AND THE PROCESS OF ESCALATION

Attacks by German youths on foreign residents in Hoyer-
swerda, 17–24 September 1991, illustrate both the processes shaping
the eruption of ethnic violence in the new FRG and a turning point
in that development. In this week of increasing confrontation, one
observes the interaction of skinhead cliques, official weakness, pub-
lic tolerance, and the appearance of success of violent action, which
brought ethnic relations in the FRG to a brutal nadir in the months
following. Conveyed by electronic media, these events triggered
similar incidents which spread not only throughout the East, but to
the West as well.

Initially the process of escalation in Hoyerswerda was precipi-
tated by the attack of eight young skinheads on Vietnamese street
merchants at the city’s weekly market on Tuesday, 17 September.55

Having been chased from the market by police, a group of about
forty youths then proceeded to a dormitory housing guest workers
from Mozambique; there the attack quickly escalated from yelling
racial epithets to throwing Molotov cocktails. In the succeeding eve-
nings, the siege of the dormitory became what one observer de-
scribed as an “after-work ritual.”56 On Wednesday, the situation
devolved into direct physical confrontations between German
youths—assisted by neighborhood residents—and occupants of the
dormitory. By Thursday evening, 19 September, a crowd of 300–400,
including skinheads from Cottbus and Magdeburg, had gathered to
chant “Sieg Heil” and “Ausländer Raus!”57 On Friday, in an effort to
head off another incident when a group of fifty or so youths gathered
on the central market square, local police met the rioters with several
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hundred reinforcements. However, rather than controlling the situ-
ation, the confrontation degenerated into an inconclusive power
struggle between authorities and the mob.58

The weakness and disarray of police as well as local and state
authorities from Saxony became dangerously obvious to an ever-
widening audience. Hoping to return calm to the situation, police
removed sixty Mozambiquan guest workers from the dormitory.
However, official capitulation only brought on a further escalation
of the situation. Recognizing the weakness of the police, anarchists
from Berlin arrived to challenge the xenophobic attackers.59 Describ-
ing the situation as completely chaotic, police speaker Wolfgang Ki-
essling remarked bitterly that neither the mayor nor local legislative
representatives had been in contact with the police until Saxony’s
interior minister arrived on Sunday, 22 September. “They’re letting
us die here,” Kiessling complained.60

By Monday, 23 September, the damage wrought in Hoyerswerda
was complete. Along with 4 serious injuries, 28 minor injuries, and 83
people taken into custody, the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use
of force had suffered a serious loss of credibility.61 Under massive
police protection, and to the applause of 1,000 bystanders, another 150
asylum-seekers were removed from the dormitory. Before a television
audience, violence had now attained its ostensible goals with the
appearance of public support and official tolerance.

With the televised example of Hoyerswerda, weak social con-
trols, existing skinhead cliques, and the appearance of official toler-
ance combined to generate bandwagoning effects that led to an
upward spiral in the number of violent attacks on foreign residents.62

The spectacle of violence assured media attention. While most in the
FRG felt opprobrium for such incidents, television also transmitted
these events from one group of disattached youths to others, as well
as to neighborhoods where they lived. In these marginal zones, dis-
location and disintegration associated with unification, as well as
frustrations over local authorities’ inability to manage problems aris-
ing out of the need to house foreigners, had already considerably
loosened the bonds which tied residents to the norms of the new
German society. Subsequently what was seen as barbarism by
broader society was greeted as heroism among the already disaf-
fected.63 Once Hoyerswerda demonstrated the “success” of such ac-
tion and that neither state authority nor public opinion was prepared
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to penalize it, potential aggressors elsewhere were confronted with
a new, less costly schedule of risk for participation in violence.
Within this environment small groups of perpetrators risked little
but stood to gain prestige among their peers by engaging in such
acts.64 In the weeks following Hoyerswerda, attacks on foreigners’
dormitories were duplicated not only in the East but in the West as
well. Table 2 demonstrates the qualitative jump in the number of acts
of violence against foreigners with a xenophobic motivation that
took place in 1991.

In the management of ethnic tensions, German unification in-
volved more than a simple eastward extension of the laws and prac-
tices of the old FRG. Rather, attempts to extend constitutional
regulations and political debates to the East encountered the fluid
environment of a society undergoing rapid and dramatic transfor-
mation. In this situation, issues and debates surrounding immigra-
tion did not serve to shift or consolidate loyalties to particular
electoral representatives or even to the institutional framework of
democratic representation itself. In many parts of Eastern society an
articulated infrastructure for social integration, interest aggregation,
and political representation simply did not exist. In this environ-
ment, the relocation of immigrants and the asylum debate provided
external justification among the most alienated for participation in
the few informal but indigenous associations which did exist—skin-
head cliques. Further, weak social controls in the East and media
coverage drove the interrelated processes of group integration and
antiforeigner violence into a spiral of escalation. Finally, although
originating in the climate of the East, violence against foreigners did
not stop at the old intra-German border. Rather, with the appearance
of public tolerance, it moved rapidly to the West, where it had pre-
viously been confined to the criminal margins of society.

CONCLUSION: CONSOLIDATING THE FRG’S
INSTITUTIONAL PARAMETERS

The explosion of xenophobic violence was the consequence of
a transitory situation associated with the disruption immediately
following the collapse of the East German system and rapid unifica-
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tion. The preceding section has demonstrated how tensions in East-
ern society, under already turbulent conditions, were exacerbated by
the policies and rhetoric of established political actors before and
after unification. This section briefly considers the actions of citizens
and politicians to sort out and stabilize regulations governing rela-
tions among Germans, non-Germans, and state authority in the face
of increasingly violent and numerous attacks on foreign residents
before it attempts to draw conclusions about the room for radical
ethnic politics in the political system of the FRG.

In late fall 1992 the post-Hoyerswerda climate of apparent public
and official tolerance turned abruptly against xenophobic violence.
Two developments undermined the appearance of tolerance for right
extremism in Germany: the changing public perception of violence
and the increasingly aggressive posture of state authorities toward far
right activities of all types. Metamorphosis of the public climate was
brought on first by the death of two young girls and their grandmother
in the firebombing of the home of a guest worker family in the Western
city of Mölln in November 1992. This event precipitated a spontaneous
and highly visible transformation in the public perception of violence
against foreigners and xenophobia generally. Prior to this event, mass
assaults on dormitories housing foreign residents had at times been
publicly excused as understandable eruptions of social frustration at
the failures of immigration policy. The attack at Mölln confronted the
German public with premeditated murder motivated by racial hatred
and committed by two or three individuals acting under the cover of
night. Such naked transgression of taboos about violence and racism
made the xenophobic nature of the wave of assaults against foreign
residents undeniable. That a precipitous change in the public climate
accompanied the events in Mölln is confirmed in both measures of
public opinion and the participation of hundreds of thousands in
candlelight processions protesting xenophobic violence in December
and January.65

Second, and perhaps inspired by the example of their constitu-
ents, federal and state interior ministers—under both the CDU/CSU
and the SPD—moved aggressively to dispel any appearance of tol-
erance for violence and right extremism. State authorities recognized
the imperative of leaving no doubt as to the state’s monopoly on the
legitimate use of violence. While the risks of participating in acts of
violence were made clearer by the sentences handed down in trials
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of several participants in such incidents, this message was reinforced
by the federal interior minister’s decision to ban a number of violent
neo-Nazi splinter groups in both East and West.66

Ironically the eruption of xenophobic violence and the eventual
public and official reaction to it also proved catastrophic for the
electoral chances of far right parties for two reasons. First, as the
public climate swung rapidly against violence, it was difficult for
electoral organizations such as the REPs and DVU to maintain the
finer distinctions between their own rhetorical attacks on foreigners
and skinhead violence. State authorities, who were usually also rep-
resentatives of a party losing votes to the far right, did what they
could to facilitate the conflation of these categories in public.67 Con-
sequently far right electoral parties were swept up with more violent
groups in the blanket reaction against right extremism.

The second reason xenophobic violence proved catastrophic for
the electoral fortunes of far right parties is that it contributed to
ending the deadlock between the CDU and SPD on asylum. While
both parties were hemorrhaging votes to the right in Western state
elections, events outside the FRG seemed likely to make the current
situation worse and perhaps even uncontrollable.68 By early 1992
civil war in Yugoslavia and the collapse of the Soviet Union made a
new wave of refugees and an aggravation of already tense social
relations seem inevitable. Against this backdrop, the threat to public
order represented by escalating violence put enormous pressure on
the major parties to end the stalemate on immigration. Changing
Article 16 became the path along which movement took place as a
result of the Union’s ability to consistently trumpet the themes of
“asylum” and “misuse.” Against the focused Union barrage, the in-
ternally divided SPD stood no chance in the contest to frame the
issue of immigration in public. Recognizing their advantage, Union
leaders took the opportunity to blame Social Democrats not only for
a rising number of asylum-seekers, but also for violence. Since—ac-
cording to Union poiticians—violence was the reaction of a society
taxed beyond its capacity for tolerance, an end to SPD intransigence
on Article 16 would not only limit the number of asylum-seekers,
but also remove the cause for violence. In summer 1992 the Social
Democratic leadership gave up resistence to constitutional change
and agreed to the inclusion of lists of “secure” countries and transit
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states from which the FRG would no longer accept asylum appli-
cants.

While the “Asylum Compromise” did not solve the FRG’s prob-
lems with immigration, it did dispossess far right parties of the
populist platform from which they could berate the major parties “to
do something about foreigners!” Now they had to suggest a pro-
grammatic alternative to the Union’s position. In this situation far
right parties in Germany lost all room for maneuver. They are now
trapped in a predicament where they must either formulate a posi-
tion which is only marginally different from their mainstream rivals
or advocate an ideologically motivated program which puts them
outside the normative boundaries of acceptable politics. They have
no profile if they do the former, and they are damned if they do the
latter.

Both of these developments demonstrate the continuity of con-
straints over possible outcomes in ethnic relations in the FRG before
and after unification. On the one hand, overt racism and violence
continue to be met by public rejection and legal action by state
authorities. On the other hand, organizations seeking to follow an
electoral course by distancing themselves from these taboos remain
highly dependent on openings left for them by other actors in the
political system. When no such space exists, the appeals of such
parties remain confined to a small core of deeply alienated ideologi-
cal voters—precisely where far right parties seemed headed in 1993
and 1994.69

The emergence of far right parties before and xenphobic vio-
lence after German unification demonstrates the role of normative
institutions in channeling the development of ethnic tensions in the
FRG. The normative structures of all functioning parliamentary de-
mocracies contain either implicit or explicit proscriptions against
social violence and racism. As the experience of the FRG before unity
demonstrates, however, these are not sufficient to preclude aggrava-
tions of ethnic tensions in society, such as the problems associated
with a rapid rise in immigration, from finding expression in the
political system as exclusive nationalism and xenophobia. The expe-
rience of the FRG immediately after unity provides us with a pow-
erful reminder that these constraints do not operate among those
who remain outside the integrative and control structures of demo-
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cratic society. Here, if allowed, violence and racism may provide
substitute mechanisms for integration and social organization.

However, developments in the FRG also make no indication
that the emergence of entrepreneurs exploiting ethnic tensions in a
democratic society is inevitable. Rather, the German experience
points to the intended and unintended consequences of actors’
choices within the constraints of the normative and competitive in-
stitutional structures of democracy. Rapid growth in the number of
foreign residents during the 1980s combined with the special situ-
ation that the FRG makes no legal provision for immigration to con-
front elected representatives with a choice about how to frame
problems associated with immigration within the political arena.
However, politicians did not enjoy unlimited freedom in doing this.
The path of history, left by preceding generations in the form of laws
and social norms, creates opportunities to frame issues in some ways
while foreclosing others. For instance, the institutional topography
of the FRG made it possible for German politicians to substitute the
term “asylum applicant” for “immigrant” and call for change of the
constitutional regulation of asylum on the grounds that German so-
ciety was burdened beyond its limits by the existing liberal regula-
tion. What they could not demand was that borders be closed and
all foreigners be forcibly repatriated on the grounds that they threat-
ened the health of the German Volk. Nevertheless, they were con-
fronted with a choice and multiple paths along which to proceed.

The evolution of the competitive electoral system provides the
second set of constraints on how German politicians chose to frame
issues. As the ideological lines that divide both parties and elector-
ates become less distinct, parties find themselves in increasing com-
petition to attract the same voters. Often they do so by portraying
themselves as effective managers and problem-solvers. However, at
the same time they must be sure to differentiate themselves from
competitors. Therefore, when confronted by a set of issues as com-
plex as immigration, for which long-term solutions are likely to re-
quire institutional reform and a broad degree of social and political
support, politicians face another choice. On the one hand, they can
admit the complexity of the situation and seek the cooperation of
other actors, including competitors, in arriving at a solution. This
strategy requires a great deal of trust that others will not seek to
exploit the issue for their own advantage, and it harbors the risk that
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if cooperation in fact ensues, voters may cease to distinguish be-
tween competitors, thereby leaving space for new entrants. On the
other hand, actors can rely on the limited memories of their constitu-
ents, foresake programmatic reform, and seek to preempt competi-
tors by drawing lines on the issue so as to maximize both interparty
distinctions and electoral advantage. Because immigration was an
issue still relatively open to definition, West German politicians
faced these competing alternatives at the end of the 1980s.

Finally, information is limited and history happens but once.
Actors can never anticipate all the consequences of their actions. The
explosive growth in immigration (an aspect of globalization dis-
cussed elsewhere in this volume) combined with the creation of a
visible yet disenfranchised immigrant minority—the result of Ger-
many’s restrictive regulation of citizenship—presented a consider-
able opportunity for political entrepreneurialism—or so Union
politicians thought. However, it was the efforts of established poli-
ticians—and the Union in particular—to exploit this opportunity for
short-term electoral gains—rather than their failure to do so—which
opened space to far right parties. In 1989 self-serving partisanship
and deadlock at the political center handed a populist platform to
those far right organizations making at least cosmetic efforts to con-
form to social norms about the NS past. Furthermore, the commit-
ment of actors to this strategy at the moment of unification
contributed to the outbreak of xenophobic violence. Only after pay-
ing a horrible price in human lives and suffering have relations
among German and foreign residents and public authority begun to
move in the direction of preunification stability. Yet almost none of
the problems which precipitated these events has been solved. Al-
though violence was highest in the fluent environment of institu-
tional transformation after unification and receded with the
restoration of institutional strength, the economic uncertainties that
exacerbated conflict in the East still persist.

The future of ethnic relations in the FRG is open. On the one
hand, the recognition by politicians within all parties—at least be-
hind closed doors—that reform of Germany’s citizenship law, Article
116, and immigration practice is necessary provide reason for hope.
Indeed, as I have argued here, that law was partially responsible for
creating the conditions in which these events unfolded. On the other
hand, the SPD’s recent attempt to instrumentalize resentments over
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“ethnic Germans” against the CDU in state elections in Rheinland-
Palatinate and Bad-Württemberg leave less room for optimism that
politicians will resist temptation to exploit these issues populisti-
cally.

Politicians must recognize that norms about racism and vio-
lence, and even the laws built on them, are perishable goods. The
persistence of a hierarchy of political rights and the efforts of “demo-
cratic” politicians to instrumentalize popular sentiments against
weak minorities will eventually undermine them. In fact, prominent
observers have sounded the alarm that in the wake of the asylum
debate there are indications that Germany has become less tolerant
of foreigners.70 Ultimately the greatest potential for alienation and
resentment in German society exists among the large and growing
population of disenfranchised permanent residents themselves. Un-
til these people are successfully integrated into democratic society,
they—like some East German youth before them—may learn to take
a different view of racism and violence.
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FROM “CULTURE WARS” TO SHOOTING WARS:
CULTURAL CONFLICT IN THE UNITED STATES

Ronnie D. Lipschutz

Everyone knows what constitutes the notion of conspiracy. Con-
spiracy implies that members of a confession, party, or ethnic-
ity . . . are united by an indissoluble bond. The object of such an
alliance is to foment upheaval in society, pervert societal values,
aggravate crises, promote defeat, and so on. The conspiracy men-
tality divides people into two classes. One class is pure, the other
impure. These classes are not only distinct, but antagonistic. They
are polar opposites: everything social, national, and so forth, ver-
sus what is antisocial or antinational, as the case may be.1

Popular wisdom and conventional history has it that Texas won
independence from Mexico in 1836 and was annexed subsequently,
in legal fashion, by the United States in 1845. Apparently, as we were
reminded by the recent confrontation between the representatives of
the sovereign “Republic of Texas” and agents of the “illegal occupa-
tion government of the United States,” the conventional wisdom is
wrong (as is so often the case). According to the republic’s World
Wide Web site, Texas has been a “captured nation since 1865”:

The congress of the United States failed from 1836 until 1845 to
annex Texas to the U.S. as a state because they did not have the
authority under their constitution to do so. They finally passed a
resolution (an agreement which is only a statement of intent and
has no force of law) to annex Texas. In 1861, the People of Texas,
by popular vote, exercised their right under the resolution to
withdraw from the agreement. . . . After the civil war, the Union
Army came to the Southern States and also to Texas and took over
by military force and rule.2
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Perusal of various sites on the Web suggests that this is a common
sentiment among some segments of the U.S. public. It is possible to
find numerous statements of a similar ilk, usually associated with
groups and organizations that might be generously characterized as
being on the political margins rather than in the mainstream. 

This standoff, the trial of Timothy McVeigh in the Oklahoma
City bombing in 1995, and the case of the Montana Freemen in 1996
continue to be represented as unusual events. Yet only a few days
after the peaceful resolution in West Texas, a similar well-armed
group took up residence in an official building in Venice, claiming
to represent the independence movement of the “Sublime Republic,”
the title of the once independent Venetian city-state. Such episodes
force us to ask, once again, “What on earth is going on here?” Are
such people a bunch of marginal lunatics, as the media would have
us believe, who have no awareness of “real” historical events? Are
they criminals bent on stealing money and property from others
through various (il)legal strategies, such as property liens and offi-
cial-looking warrants?3 Or is there more than meets the eye to such
standoffs between “separatists” and the “authorities”?

Although such groups are small and on the margin, it would be
incorrect to think that they are aberrant; separatist groups such as
the Montana Freemen, the Arizona Vipers, the Michigan Militias and
various Aryans are all of a piece with a much more extensive process
of cultural conflict affecting the United States as a whole, through
which non-Anglo minorities are deemed to pose a threat to the in-
tegrity and survival of the white majority. In a typical example of the
conspiracy mentality, these mostly white groups darkly warn of
plots being carried out by cabals of bankers, Jews, Communists,
Trilateral Commissioners, the Institute for Policy Studies, and mem-
bers of the Council on Foreign Relations, among others, all meant to
subjugate and enslave free, sovereign citizens.

Between these groups and the mainstream, there is a continuum
of beliefs. Many members of U.S. society seem to feel that they too
are under siege by subversive or foreign forces over which they have
little or no control—these perpetrated by Hollywood, Washington,
and Wall Street. Interestingly the “cultural offensive” waged by the
Republican Right since 1990 or so is not so different in substance
from the far right, although its warriors are more careful to pinpoint
liberals of various stripes as the enemy. While the culture wars are
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not obviously “ethnic”—it is the unruly minorities and supporters
of multiculturalism who are categorized as ethnic or racial, not the
majority—there are fascinating parallels between what is happening
in the United States and so-called ethnic conflict in other places
around the world. More to the point, in the United States culture is
being used in instrumental fashion, as “ethnicity” has elsewhere
been used, by political elites intent on acquiring or restoring declin-
ing power and privilege.

In this contribution, I map out the contours of cultural conflict
in the United States today. I recognize that such conflict has been a
feature of American politics since before the founding of the United
States, but I believe it is useful to place the current wave in both an
historical and comparative context. I begin with a brief discussion of
the conception of culture and the way it is being used by academics
and journalists. Next, I describe three manifestations of cultural con-
flict, including growing racial polarization throughout the United
States, a more specific discussion focused on California, and the
controversy over multiculturalism, and I situate these in the longer
history of racial and cultural discord within the United States. In the
third part, I address the erosion of the American social contract,
which has much to do with the recent upsurge in cultural conflict.
That social contract is under pressures that in some respects are
similar to those of the past but in others are different. Finally, I pro-
vide some concluding thoughts about the possible consequences of
the processes discussed here.

THE CLASH OF CONCEPTUALIZATIONS: CULTURE, IDENTITY,
GEOPOLITICS

For most of the cold war, the omnipresent possibility of nuclear
war, the threat of Communist subversion, and the fear of being iden-
tified in an FBI file somewhere in Washington, D.C. as a Pinko Com-
symp were sufficient to keep U.S. citizens from straying too far from
the free world straight and narrow. The 1950s set the standard for
societal discipline, even though they also laid the seeds for the resis-
tance and indiscipline that followed during the 1960s. But Red-bait-
ing in the United States never went away completely; it continued
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long after the end of the Red Scares of the 1950s—one can find it even
today, in the excoriation of so-called liberals4—although the lan-
guage of discipline and exclusion became more genteel as time
passed. Still, since the end of the Soviet Union, it has been difficult
for political and social elites to discipline a potentially unruly polity;
that things could get out of hand without strong guidance from
above is the message of both South Central and Ruby Ridge.

But why has such social disruption afflicted the United States?
Here we begin to tread on somewhat shaky ground. The problem is,
it would seem, a collapse of authority. Once upon a time, social rules
and relations were fixed and people “knew their place.” Today, as
Marx might have observed again, “All that is solid melts into air.”
Marx attributed social instability to the workings of the market; to-
day’s social critics are more inclined to attribute it to an erosion of
cultural “values.” Culture and values are, however, problematic
terms. Culture is generally seen as some kind of structure that is very
slow to change—if indeed it changes at all—and is binding on those
who belong to one. Values are in effect equivalent to the fixed pref-
erences of rational choice theory and microeconomics. Finally, be-
cause both have contributed to societal success, they must have some
evolutionary advantage in terms of competition among societies and
countries. Conversely, the abandonment of both is a sure sign of
decadence and decline.5

Nor is such essentialization of culture restricted to the domestic
sphere. Since the end of the cold war, culture, identity, and values
have become prominent explanatory variables in international rela-
tions. More than this, they have been invoked, in essentialist and
history-ridden terms, as factors as invariant as the earth on which
they are found. In this respect, states once came into conflict over
raw materials (or so it is often said); today they are liable to come
into conflict over raw ideals. Straits, peninsulas, and harbors were
once the objects of military conquest; today religious sanctuaries,
languages, and national mythologies seem to be the subjects of oc-
cupation. At one time, territory was viewed as the container of the
nation; today some seem to see culture as a form of containment. The
result is a new type of geopolitics that invokes not the physical land-
forms occupied by states but the mental platforms occupied by eth-
nies, religions, and nations. In this scheme of things, culture is
understood as being fixed and immutable. It does not—indeed it
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cannot—change, for such change would transform the society just as
surely as would physical conquest.

Among the more prominent proponents of geoculturalism are
Benjamin Barber, Robert Kaplan, and Francis Fukuyama,6 although
the best known is Samuel P. Huntington, with his “clash of civiliza-
tions”:

The years after the cold war witnessed the beginnings of dramatic
changes in people’s identities and the symbols of those identities.
Global politics began to be reconfigured along cultural lines. . . .
In the post-Cold War world flags count and so do other symbols
of cultural identity, including crosses, crescents, and even head
coverings, because culture counts, and cultural identity is what
is most meaningful to most people.7

Huntington’s definitions of culture and identity are peculiar, framed
as oppositional to other cultures and identities and linked to what
he calls “civilizations”:

People define themselves in terms of ancestry, religion, language,
history, values, customs and institutions. They identify with cul-
tural groups: tribes, ethnic groups, religious communities, na-
tions, and, at the broadest level, civilizations. People use politics
not just to advance their interests but also to define their identity.
We know who we are only when we know who we are not and often only
when we know whom we are against.8

Hence in his schema, culture, identity, and civilization are defined
not in terms of associational values, but as enemies of one another.

While anthropologists continue to have serious disagreements
about what exactly is meant by the term “culture,” we can define it
as the combination of social factors—norms, rules, laws, beliefs, and
relationships necessary to the reproduction of a society—with mate-
rial factors that help produce subsistence and foster accumulation.
Huntington’s cultural elements obviously fit into this schema, al-
though he sees them as fundamental rather than contextual, and
fixed rather than fluid. Most anthropologists would probably agree
that while there are prominent and often ancient historical elements
to be found in all cultures, they are neither static nor stagnant and
that major changes in both internal and external environments are
likely to disrupt a society and change it as its members adapt to new
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conditions. Huntington, conversely, seems to believe that cultures
and civilizations, like continents and oceans, are fixed and forever.

The parallels between classical geopolitics and Huntington’s
geoculturalism have been widely noted.9 The classical geopolitics of
Halford J. Mackinder, Karl Haushofer, and Nicholas J. Spykman
were a discourse of power and surveillance, a means of imposing a
hegemonic order on an unruly world politics.10 Cold war geopolitics
divided the world into West and East, good and evil, with perpetual
contestation over the shatter zones of the Third World (adrift in some
purgatory of nonalignment). Today these neat geographic bounda-
ries can no longer be drawn between states and across continents;
the shatter zones are within both countries and consciousnesses. Yet
in a cartographic fantasy, Huntington offers tidily drawn maps
whose geocultural borders, with a few exceptions, follow modern
boundaries between states. (A few oddities do show up, such as an
outpost of “Hindu civilization” in Guyana; Hong Kong remains
“Western,” in spite of its return to China; Circumpolar Civilization
is entirely missing).11

There is yet another contradiction evident here: geoculture, as
pictured in Huntington’s conceptualization, seems to lack any ma-
terial basis. To be sure, geoculture is connected to great swaths of
physical territory, the “civilizations” that loom much larger than the
states found within them, but these have no evident material or even
institutional existence. For example, the Islamic umma, imagined by
some and feared by others, is much larger than the states it encom-
passes, but between Morocco and Malaysia it is also riddled by sec-
tarian as well as cultural differences, even down to the local level.
Geoculture shows no such variegation. People simply identify with
those symbols that tell them who they are—“crosses, crescents, and
even head coverings,” as Huntington puts it—killing, stealing, and
raping for no reason other than fealty. Culture and identity, twinned
together, come to function as a sort of proto-ideology, almost a form
of “false consciousness,” to which people are loyal because they seek
anchor in a tumultuous world. And because ideologies are of neces-
sity mutually exclusive, civilizational cultures must also be unremit-
tingly hostile to one another. The inevitable conclusion is the “clash”
predicted in Huntington’s title, and the replacement of the cold war
order with a new set of implacable enemies.
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Just as “culture”—whether racial, linguistic, religious, or some-
thing else—is invoked for instrumental purposes in Huntington’s
schema, so does it fill the same role at the domestic level. The key to
his conception of culture as fixed is that people cannot change cul-
tures any more than the color of their skins, and if they are not of us,
they must be against us. In similar fashion, it must follow that those
who are culturally labile cannot be of the culture that they have
forsaken and must be enemies of that culture. In other words, culture
wars abroad and at home are part and parcel of the same phenome-
non. Indeed Huntington is quite explicit on this point:

A more immediate and dangerous challenge [than the erosion of
Christianity among Westerners] exists in the United States. His-
torically American national identity has been defined culturally
by the heritage of Western civilization and politically by the prin-
ciples of the American Creed on which Americans overwhelm-
ingly agree; liberty, democracy, individualism, equality before the
law, constitutionalism, private property. In the late twentieth cen-
tury both components of American identity have come under con-
centrated and sustained onslaught from a small but influential
number of intellectuals and publicists. In the name of multicultu-
ralism they have attacked the identification of the United States
with Western civilization, denied the existence of a common
American culture, and promoted racial, ethnic, and other subna-
tional cultural identities and groupings.12

As we shall see below, however, Huntington is not quite correct.

IF CALIFORNIA LED, WOULD OTHERS FOLLOW?

January 7, 1995, was a day of independence for California.
While giving his second gubernatorial address, Governor Pete Wil-
son threw down the gauntlet of states’ rights, declaring defiantly
that “California is a sovereign state, not a colony of the federal gov-
ernment.”13 Needless to say, Wilson did not call out the troops, nor
did civil war break out in the state, although he did seem to be trying
to provoke a form of civil conflict, manipulating a wave of statewide
public sentiment based on the scapegoating of “outsiders” and “ali-
ens.” These foreigners were a variegated lot. They included the Clin-
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ton administration, various agencies and representatives of the fed-
eral government in Washington, D.C. and elsewhere, legal and ille-
gal immigrants (mostly from Mexico), ethnic and racial minorities,
and others. At the time, Wilson’s declaration of independence was
simply shrugged off as rhetoric; in light of other themes that
emerged during his aborted run for the 1996 Republican presidential
nomination and since, it should be understood as more than just
mere provincial populism. 

Wilson was not alone in this. Virtually all Republican candi-
dates for public office, and not a few Democratic ones, incumbents
as well as newcomers, ran against government and the state in 1996.
This electoral tactic arose partly as a result of the success of Con-
gressman Newt Gingrich and his “Contract with America” in 1994,
but also in response to what seemed to be a groundswell of resent-
ment, suspicion, and even hate against the federal government and
other unnamed actors. Underlying this was a broadly felt sense—ir-
rational perhaps, but nonetheless felt—that America was no longer
in control of its destiny. The sources of this resentment are not well
understood, but scapegoats—many of them revived from earlier
times—were easily found.

Wilson came to the presidential race with a built-in advantage
(even though it did not in the end prove very helpful). As the lone
office-holding governor running for the Republican nomination,
Wilson hoped to exercise control over what no other candidate truly
possessed: a territorial base and fifty-two electoral votes. This en-
abled him to play a triple game: first, he could claim to be looking
out for the interests of his “republic” by arguing that California was
getting a rotten deal from Washington;14 second, he could enhance
his political stature at home by playing on Californians’ “national”
resentments against outsiders who were consuming the state’s re-
sources and money; and third, he could propose to reform (literally,
perhaps) federal policies so that Californians would believe they
might get more of the spoils flowing from Washington. Not everyone
shrugged off his game as just presidential politics or sectoral inter-
ests. The leader of the Aryan Nation, speaking at the annual Aryan
World Congress in Idaho, said that Wilson was “beginning to wake
up to Aryan views,” an endorsement that was quickly disavowed.15

Still, in his run for the presidency, Wilson became the political entre-
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preneur par excellence, determined to play various divisive cards as
a means of enhancing his power and political base.

A political entrepreneur is someone—usually a well-educated
member of the professional class or intelligentsia—who, as David
Laitin puts it,

is one who knows how to provide “selective incentives” to par-
ticular individuals to join in the group effort. Communal groups
will politicize when there is an entrepreneur who (perhaps in-
stinctively) understands the constraints to organization of ra-
tional individual behavior.16

Thus a political entrepreneur is one who is able to articulate, in a
coherent and plausible fashion, the structure of opportunities and
constraints that face a specified group of people and in particular
can emphasize clearly the potential costs of not acting collectively.
Such appeals have historically been especially persuasive in times
of trouble, when societies are faced with high degrees of uncertainty
and particular groups within societies see their economic and social
prospects under challenge. It is under these conditions that we find
the emergence of cultural conflict. More to the point, such conflict
is often highly instrumental: those who would grasp power try to
mobilize populations in support of their struggles with other elites
for political power, social status, and economic resources (see the
quotes from René Lemarchand in “Seeking a State of One’s Own,”
above).17

Some might challenge this analysis, but whether or not it is an
accurate description of Wilson’s strategy, his entrepreneurism is best
understood as a product of economic globalization and political
fragmentation that has come to play a major role in cultural conflict
around the world.18 That the United States has not yet fragmented
or fallen into internal warfare in this century does not mean that it
might not in the future; the evidence of constitutive conflict—mani-
fested in racial, “ethnic,” and “cultural” terms—is already all too
clear.19 Such conflict is not merely about welfare or middle-class
entitlements or taxes. It is constitutive and thereby represents a chal-
lenge to the very basis of the American state and its social contract.
It is not about the size of one’s piece of the pie, in other words. It is
about who is entitled, under the terms of the contract, to participate
in the division of the pie.20 And, it is not primarily about ethnic mi-
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norities demanding enhanced rights or returns; it is mostly about
elements of the white majority fearful of losing in what they see
increasingly as a zero-sum game.21

Whether American political institutions are sufficiently flexible
to adjust to the pressures engendering such constitutive conflict is
as yet unclear, especially in light of historical divisions around race
and ethnicity. There is little reason to think, however, that American
“exceptionalism,” pluralism, or political liberalism will necessarily
be sufficient to prevent such internal conflict from becoming much
sharper and more evident than it is today, or that it might not also
acquire a territorial aspect beyond the current evident ethnic and
communal character. What will matter in the long term are the ways
in which groups of people will organize collectively to protect them-
selves against larger political and economic forces over which they
feel they have neither control nor influence. While it is not out of the
question that such organization could take on a states’ rights char-
acter, pitting one state against another, there are other fault lines in
American society—some territorial, some demographic—that have
in the past formed the basis for intrasocietal conflict. These could
reappear.

CONSTITUTIVE AND CULTURAL CONFLICT: THREE CASES

SLOBODAN ON THE SACRAMENTO?

In the past, California’s Governor Pete Wilson has had a fairly
“liberal” reputation, for which he has often been taken to task by
more conservative Republicans. Given this, his political transmogri-
fication to a harder conservativism came as something of a surprise
and made many fellow party members suspicious of his true mo-
tives. To establish conservative bona fides in his run for the presi-
dency, Wilson played off what was seen as a growing concern over
the real or imagined impacts of changing demography and immigra-
tion on the state’s politics and economy. Because Republican primary
voters tend to be overwhelmingly white and conservative, the po-
tential alienation of other voting blocs was not a concern to him.
Hence in the months before the 1994 election, Wilson gave his active
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support to Proposition 187, a citizen-launched ballot initiative that
proposed to eliminate virtually all welfare benefits for individuals
living in California without legal sanction. Wilson claimed that such
illegals were costing the state more than $3 billion a year, a not
insignificant sum considering the economic and budgetary problems
California had experienced during the first half of the 1990s. The
proposition was overwhelmingly passed by the state’s voters in No-
vember 1994 but stayed by judicial injunction. If and when the law
is implemented, however, it can only marginally redress the growing
demographic shift toward minorities in the state.

Wilson next filed suit against the federal government, demand-
ing that it reimburse California $3 billion spent on mostly Mexican
illegal alien prisoners and welfare recipients. He argued that the
federal government had failed in its responsibility to guard the coun-
try’s borders and that therefore these costs were the fault of federal
policy and should not be borne by California alone. Given the coun-
try’s financial problems, Congress was reluctant to approve even as
much as the $300 million or so promised by the Clinton administra-
tion. But the point of the suit was less budgetary than political: it
provided a means to mobilize the resentment of the citizens of Cali-
fornia against the federal government’s not paying its “bills,” as well
as those ethnic immigrants who did not “belong” in the state.

Then Wilson decided to actively oppose affirmative action,
claiming not only that it discriminated unfairly against “qualified”
whites and Asian-Americans, but also that the sins of the past should
not have to be atoned for by the present generation. In July 1995 he
attended his first meeting of the University of California Board of
Regents since 1992 to vote on a proposal to eliminate affirmative
action programs in university admissions, contracting, and hiring.
Wilson next signed an executive order eliminating affirmative action
in a number of state agencies. He filed suit against California and a
number of state officials, arguing that they were violating state law
in implementing affirmative action (although the case was later
thrown out). Finally, he expressed unqualified support for a Novem-
ber 1996 ballot measure (Proposition 209), colloquially called the
“Angry White Man’s Initiative,” which banned all affirmative action
by state agencies. The initiative was passed overwhelmingly. Politi-
cal analysts suggested that Wilson had latched onto these issues in
order to revive his flagging presidential campaign, which eventually
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collapsed. Recent data issued by Boalt Hall School of Law at Berkeley
show an 81 percent decline in black admissions and a 50 percent drop
in Hispanic admissions as a result of the elimination of affirmative
action.22

For most analysts and voters, Wilson seemed to be doing what
was necessary to become a viable presidential candidate. In order to
appeal to an increasingly conservative primary electorate, Republi-
can presidential candidates must stake out increasingly conservative
positions. These in turn have acquired a growing antigovernment
and antiminority tone, presenting federal institutions—Congress,
the Internal Revenue Service, the Environmental Protection Agency,
federal police forces, plus those who illegally or unfairly reap bene-
fits from Washington, D.C.—as “enemies of the people.” Not only
are such positions socially conservative, but they also tend to dele-
gitimate government and the welfare state policies of the past sev-
enty-five years. But such positions do not grow out of some sort of
objective political logic about the optimal size of government or the
proper role of the state; rather, they tap into sentiments held by the
active primary electorate regarding a desire for the state to establish
and police moral boundaries.

There is no reason to believe that Wilson or any of his colleagues
are sympathetic to far-right, militaristic, and racist currents that have
surfaced and been discussed in the media since the bombing of the
Oklahoma City Federal Building in April 1995. Nor, for that matter,
is there anything new about running against government or minori-
ties in the quest for public office. But attacks on Washington and
federal efforts to redress economic, social, and political inequities
range from the mild antistatist claims of a Bob Dole to right-wing
conspiracy theories about black helicopters subscribed to by a Helen
Chenoweth.23 With the systematic delegitimization of some aspects
of government, the state and its representatives become the focus of
broader attacks on their legitimacy. These attacks, moreover, have
less and less to do with what government can or should do, and more
and more to do with politicians’ adherence to fundamental social,
moral, and constitutional values.24 And they are increasingly
couched in historically constructed cultural terms, thereby challeng-
ing membership in the American polity of certain groups, ethnic as
well as political. They are, in other words, constitutive challenges.
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MULTICULTURALISM AS CONSPIRACY AGAINST THE NATION

In an article on the collapse of the “First Russian Republic,”
Michael Urban points out that “Ordinarily, the concept of ethnic or
national conflict connotes a hostile relationship that has developed
between or among different ethnic or national groups.” Within ho-
mogenous nationalities, however, we might see “various groups lay-
ing mutually exclusive claims to represent a single nation.”25

Urban writes about Russia, where the Yeltsin government has
been sponsoring a competition for the best conceptualization of a
new Russian ideology, but he might as well have been speaking of
the United States. What is fundamentally at stake in Russia—who is
a “true” Russian?—is also the case in the United States: What does
it mean to be “American”? What must one do to be a member of the
American community or nation? To what ascriptive or shared char-
acteristics and beliefs must one subscribe in order to be accepted?26

That this question, once thought to be long settled, has not been
decided can be seen in the vociferous attack from some quarters on
the notion of “multiculturalism.” Multiculturalism is viewed by
those opposed to it not only as a repudiation of fundamental Ameri-
can beliefs, but also as a conspiracy against the nation and its found-
ing culture.27

Of course, the United States has never been as culturally ho-
mogenous or unchanging as is sometimes pictured in political rheto-
ric or imagined in public discourse. Still, there does exist a core
mythology, rooted in images of the Founding Fathers, the American
Revolution, religion, family, and capitalism. These are routinely in-
voked in discussions of American history, its politics and social pro-
grams, and so on. As William S. Lind (of the Center for Cultural
Conservatism at the Free Congress Research and Education Founda-
tion) put it several years ago, “Traditional American religious and
cultural values remain the foundation of both prosperity and liberty;
if America abandons them, it will end up neither prosperous nor
free.”28 Who threatens such values? Who claims that they should be
abandoned? Critics of multiculturalism argue that it involves an at-
tack on the United States itself and have gone so far as to declare a
“culture war” to be under way. While there is no single definition of
what the term itself means—it depends, as Humpty Dumpty would
have it, on “which is to be master—that’s all”—we can characterize
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it as a movement whose members seek others with whom they share
cultural and ascriptive bases on which to organize, associate, and
perhaps act politically. This is radical only insofar as it overturns the
American myth of the “melting pot,” via which all citizens, of what-
ever background, came to adopt the dominant, mostly white Ameri-
can creed of patriotism.

According to Lind, therefore, the threat to America comes from
not only foreign sources, but also, in his words, “the explicit assault
on Western culture by ‘politically correct’ radicals,” the acolytes of
multiculturalism. Huntington argues the following:

The American multiculturalists . . . reject their country’s cultural
heritage. . . . The multiculturalists also challenged a central ele-
ment of the American Creed, by substituting for the rights of in-
dividuals the rights of groups, defined largely in terms of race,
ethnicity, sex [sic] and sexual preference.29

Oddly, the culture war is being conducted less against multicultu-
ralism per se than against traitors within the ranks, in line with
Freud’s “narcissism of small differences.” How else to explain Newt
Gingrich’s analysis of the impact of the so-called “counterculture”
on American society, a tendency that he has claimed is “terrified of
the opportunity to actually renew American civilization.”30 

Such renewal seems to involve a revival of the two hundred
years preceding the 1960s and the creation of a peaceful country and
social consensus that hardly ever existed. Others have sounded simi-
lar trumpets. For example, in a 1991 essay on multiculturalism enti-
tled “Whose America?,” Paul Gray warned:

The customs, beliefs and principles that have unified the U.S. . . .
for more than two centuries are being challenged with a ferocity
not seen since the Civil War. . . . Put bluntly: Do Americans still
have faith in the vision of their country as a cradle of individual
rights and liberties, or must they relinquish the teaching of some
of these freedoms to further the goals of the ethnic and social
groups to which they belong?31

Supporters of multiculturalism would deny such intent and assert
that the movement represents an effort to appreciate the contribu-
tions of non-Western, nonwhite societies to American culture, an
effort that, if successful, would contribute to greater social equality
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and cultural enrichment. This seems fairly innocuous, but there is,
I would argue, a fundamental misunderstanding of what is actually
going on.

Both perspectives seem to take it for granted that what is at
issue here is a fairly simple struggle for power: which is to be mas-
ter—that’s all. The master, however, gets to define the culture, and
the culture defines how people will behave. In a world of economic
liberalization and individual opportunity, why does this matter?
Surely culture is next to irrelevant? No. As I have suggested else-
where,

Defining oneself in [different cultural] terms requires defining
someone else in different terms; differentiation thus draws a
boundary between the self and the Other. This Other is not, at
first, necessarily a threat in terms of one’s own continued exist-
ence, although ethnicity can and does become securitized. But the
peaceful acceptance of an Other requires that boundaries be
drawn somewhere else, and that security, the speech act, specify
another Other. . . . There are always implicit risks in the peaceful
acceptance of an Other as a legitimate ontology, because doing so
raises the possibility, however remote, of accepting the Other’s
characteristics as a legitimate alternative and, consequently, of
being taken over by the Other.32

In this struggle—and despite exclamations of allegiance to political
liberalism—demography seems to be destiny: majorities rule, mi-
norities lose. This notion was evident in the political response to the
ideas thought to be present in Lani Guenier’s writings; it cropped
up in commentaries on the Million Man March; it is evident in
debates over employment and welfare mothers. That whites still
constitute a demographic majority throughout the United
States—even in places such as California—does not, however, tem-
per that majority’s fear that it is in decline and will at some point
in the future be overtaken by others. In the future, if majorities
continue to rule, members of the formerly majority culture will have
to either adjust to these new realities or struggle to maintain the old
ones.

Constitutive conflict is thus about the nature and content of the
American social contract—and the way it is changing or being
changed. Those who advocate a return to “traditional values” are, in

408  Ronnie D. Lipschutz



effect, endorsing the reinstatement of social conditions as they imag-
ine them to have been in the past—whether or not they ever existed in
the imagined form. To accomplish this reconstruction, it is necessary
to undo those changes that have, it is thought, led to current condi-
tions. Inasmuch as this would wreak economic havoc and lead to
much greater social turbulence, the next best possibility is to attempt
to change society’s historical consciousness, editing it in such a way
as to make that past a golden age when the problems of the present
did not exist. Nationalism is, after all, about the creation and posses-
sion of a particular history that provides the legitimation of the par-
ticular nation. Lose control of history, and you lose the nation.33

BLACK HELICOPTERS, UNMARKED CARS, AND NEW WORLD ORDERS34

The extremes of constitutive conflict are most notable in the
emergence of the mostly white and religiously conservative militias
or “Patriot Movement.” Although the origins of the militias in their
more or less current form can be traced back at least to the 1950s,35

the movement only really emerged in the public eye after the bomb-
ing of the Oklahoma City Federal Building in April 1995. Prior to
1995, there had been a limited amount of research conducted on
these groups; since that time, the literature has exploded, although
it remains largely in the realm of storytelling.36 Understandably, the
members of these groups are reluctant to discuss with nonmembers
their beliefs and practices, although they are all too willing to post
them on Web sites.37 Nonetheless, Web sites, newspaper and journal
reports, and recent books contain enough information to illustrate
how these groups and their members view the American state and
government.38

According to these sources, on the order of 10,000 to 100,000
Americans belong to militias, although some observers believe that
the number of “soft supporters” could run into the millions.39 The
organized groups are found primarily in three parts of the United
States: the “Rust Belt,” especially Michigan and midwestern farming
regions; rural areas throughout the west, where property rights are
thought to be threatened by environmental regulation; and inland
sections of the far west—between the Cascades and the Great
Plains—which have the lowest minority population in the contigu-
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ous United States.40 These are regions whose historical comparative
advantage lay in raw material extraction and commodity produc-
tion, and which have been hit particularly hard by the vagaries of
international markets and globalization over the past twenty years.41

Historically, moreover, these areas have proved fertile ground for
populist movements of both right and left, which have grown most
rapidly during difficult economic periods among people who have
found their relative material status in decline. As one newspaper
story puts it,

Many of the far-right extremists are relatively unskilled white
males who are the unwitting and now angry victims of a rapidly
changing world, a world where borders are constantly disappear-
ing and a kind of “one-worldism” is rapidly engulfing them.42

Or, as an article on the Militia of Montana observes:

The growth of militias in this state can in part be ascribed to the
local psycho-geography and economic hard times. Montana is
conservative and poor, and many of its citizens have always felt
“colonized” by remote centers of power; the state suffered
through a ten-year recession in the 1980s and is now enduring the
transition from a mining and timber economy to a low-wage va-
cation and service economy.43

It would be a mistake, however, to leave it at that. Increasingly, this
type of limited-education, blue-collar populism is being linked to
white-collar workers who are fearful for their job security or have
already been downsized (as the English like to say, “made redun-
dant”). As seems to be the case with these types of groups through-
out the world, many of the leaders of the Patriot groups are
well-educated, articulate, and widely read professionals.44 But, ex-
cepting a very small number of organizations and members, they
are virtually all white, too.

Most of the militia members interviewed by journalists—who
are on the lookout for the more extreme rather than the average
member—seem to share a conspiratorial view of U.S. politics. The
country, they claim, is coming under the control of orgranizations
such as the Council on Foreign Relations, the Trilateral Commission,
international bankers—often thought to be Jewish—and the United
Nations, all of which are part of a plan to create a “one-world gov-

410  Ronnie D. Lipschutz



ernment.”45 “What has happened,” claims a member of the El
Dorado County (California) Militia, “is that the military have
painted all their helicopters black and the government is run by
FEMA [the Federal Emergency Management Agency]”:

If [President] Clinton declares a national emergency, he has this
big multinational force, a United Nations force, made up of Ger-
man, Dutch, French and Gurkha soldiers. There’s a bunch of them
out at the air base and a bunch more right across the border in
Canada.46

According to another article, 

Some [conspiracy] theorists believe that proof of a planned U.N.
takeover can be found on the back of a 1993 Kix cereal box, which
shows a map of the United States carved up into 11 regions. This,
conspiracists say, is an illustration of the New World Order plot
to reduce the country to departments after the conquest.47

While the militias themselves seem not to have yet become
involved in organized systemic violence against ethnic minorities,
some of the more extreme groups with which they share ideas and
views have been implicated in such acts. Indeed, although there is
reported to be a growing migration of white racists to the Pacific
Northwest—called the “Northwest Imperative”48—and few minor-
ity members in militias, most Patriot Movement groups stress that
they are not racist.49 They are more a manifestation of what has been
called in another context “white siege culture”—that is, “Where a
dominant group’s self-awareness is heightened by attacks on its
power and privilege . . . the group may mobilize its resources and
members to respond to what are seen as threats to its well-being.”50

Such violence as has occurred has been directed primarily to-
ward government representatives and returned by the latter. A few
well-known episodes, including the destruction of the Branch
Davidian compound near Waco, the confrontation between federal
agents and white separatist Randy Weaver in Ruby Ridge, Idaho,
and the siege of the Montana Freemen compound, as well as the
exhortations and activities of “home rule” advocates—who believe
that the highest level of state authority is the county and the highest
representative is the county sheriff—have fed a tendency to issue
warnings about and threats against not only government police
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agencies but also any agent of the federal government, including
resource agency staff in the field.51 These representatives, some fear,
are there to take away property and rights, a view that is also offered
by the “Wise Use” movement, as well as a few right-wing members
of Congress.52

What are the central beliefs of these groups? First, they believe
that the federal government’s failure to respect individual
rights—manifested in the Waco and Idaho episodes—its apparent
yielding of authority to the United Nations and various “conspira-
torial” organizations, and its support of various international trade
initiatives such as NAFTA and the World Trade Organization are
deliberately aimed against Americans. These make it illegitimate.
Second, if the federal government has no local authority under the
Constitution and the county is the fundamental unit of government,
the authority of the federal state to regulate and enforce laws and
contracts is called into question. Third, if Washington is the enemy,
as some constitutional fundamentalists suggest, it should be resisted
and even deposed, and this effort must originate at the local or re-
gional level.53 Thus Washington—and the culture associated with its
politics—becomes the enemy that must be ejected from the body
politic.

While these views might seem paranoid, if not wholly unrea-
sonable, they are not an example of isolated extremism. Indeed they
rest at one end of a continuum of beliefs that run from Christian
Identity all the way to Republicans and Democrats in the middle of
the political spectrum. And it is not that Pete Wilson and his col-
leagues endorse the extreme positions of these groups or the violence
that might erupt as beliefs are put into action. What links the extreme
with the middle is the systematic effort to delegitimize the existing
political system and its policies. In the case of the politicians, this is
done as an instrumental tool for mobilizing political supporters in
various electoral contests, not in order to overthrow the state. In the
case of militia members and others, it represents an effort to restore
the constitutive beliefs—the “American Creed”—as the basis for
politics and society. But if the state is illegitimate, then who is legiti-
mate? And who decides? 
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THE END OF THE AMERICAN SOCIAL CONTRACT?

How might we explain these stories? In the sections that follow,
I offer a two-part framework. Here I propose that although antista-
tism in the United States has a long and often tawdry history, this
latest cycle is a reaction to what is broadly perceived as the erosion
of the American social contract.54 To reiterate the underlying frame-
work: All stable countries are characterized by political and social
arrangements that have some form of historical legitimacy.55 The
concept of the social contract is conventionally ascribed to Locke and
Rousseau, who argued that the state is the result of what amounts
to a contractual agreement among people to yield up certain “natu-
ral” rights and freedoms in exchange for political stability and pro-
tection. Locke went so far as to argue that no state was legitimate
that did not rule with the “consent of the governed,” a notion that
retains its currency in the contemporary rage for “democratic en-
largement.” Rousseau’s theory of the origin of the state owed much
to the notion of consent as well, although he recognized that some
sovereigns ruled through contempt, rather than consent, of the gov-
erned. Both philosophers acknowledged, as well, the importance of
material life to the maintenance of the social contract. My use of the
term is somewhat different in that it assumes nothing so formalized.
Sometimes these contracts are expressed in written constitutions; at
other times, they are not written down, but are found instead in the
political and social institutions of a country. In either case, social
contracts structure the terms of citizenship and inclusion in a coun-
try’s political community, the rules of political participation, the po-
litical relationship between the central state and its various regions,
and the distribution of material resources within the country. 

Social contracts also tend to specify the roles that people may
occupy within the country and society and the relationships between
these roles. Frequently these roles and relationships have what we
would call an “ethnic” or “religious” character as, for example, in
the traditional caste system in India or the ethnic divisions of labor
one might have found throughout the lands of the former Ottoman
Empire, institutionalized in the millet system, and still found in
places in the Caucasus (as well as in American cities). Such social
contracts are frequently neither just, equitable, nor fair; they are,
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however, widely accepted, and people tend to try not to disrupt
them, if only because disruption can also affect the disruptors’ ma-
terial position. The social contract is therefore the constitutive source
of social and political stability within countries. I do not claim that
these social contracts are necessarily respectful of human rights or
economically efficient; only that as historical constructs, they possess
a certain degree of legitimacy and authority that allow societies to
reproduce themselves in a fairly peaceful manner over extended
periods of time. 

These forms of social contract are not, of course, found only in
“traditional” societies; the ex-socialist countries were also charac-
terized by such arrangements, which were, once again, constitutive,
if not constitutional. Certain groups or classes—the nomenkla-
tura—were endowed with mostly informal rights and access to re-
sources that gave them power and wealth within these societies,
while other groups, lacking such rights and access, nonetheless had
their welfare provided for by the arrangements in place.56 Again, it
is not my intention to argue the relative merits or faults of such
contracts—only to point out that they maintained a relative degree
of social stability and cohesion within these countries. It is critical to
recognize, moreover, that social contracts as such are not only pre-
sent with respect to state-society relations; societies themselves are
characterized by such arrangements, often in spite of the active at-
tempt by a state to alter or eliminate them. Institutions whose role it
is to maintain political stability contribute to the maintenance of
these social contracts, and so it should come as no surprise that when
these institutions undergo transformations of a fundamental sort, so
do social contracts. Indeed it is at these points of transformation that
social conflict is most likely to break out. 

Social contracts are characterized by certain terms of member-
ship (or citizenship) to which are attached particular distributions of
power and wealth, which have become institutionalized and legiti-
mated over time.57 Note, moreover, that actual possession of these
attributes is not necessary; membership in or affiliation with the
group to which those who actually possess power and wealth belong
may be sufficient. Political and economic changes challenge these
distributions and threaten those who have possessed power and
wealth. At the same time, however, such transitions also offer great
possibilities for power and wealth to those entrepreneurial enough
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to see the opportunities inherent in the newly emerging systems. But
they also provide the context in which political violence can erupt,
as struggles develop over who is to gain access to the newly con-
tested levers of institutional power. In the section that follows this
one, I argue that the pressures forcing change in the social contract
are to be found primarily in the economic sphere, the result, in part,
of globalization. As I define the term here, globalization is more than
just an economic phenomenon; it is also about the redrawing of
borders and boundaries, with concommitant cultural and social ef-
fects. As such, it is a culturally destabilizing process with political
implications for the nation-state that have hardly been acknow-
ledged but which are potentially quite serious.

What then are the terms of the American social contract (or
“Creed,” as Huntington and others call it)? What does it take to
become “an American” (as opposed to a citizen of the United
States)?58 Traditionally such questions were thought to be relatively
easy to answer. One “melted” into American society—even if one did
not give up all cultural attributes—found gainful employment that
would improve one’s lot, and participated regularly in the civic ritu-
als of the country, including the customary invocation of its founding
myths through voting, holidays, education, and political rhetoric.59

The three major clauses implicit in this process—equal economic
opportunity, procedural equality, and national allegiance through
integration—have long been fundamental. They are principles of
action to which are linked specific ideological beliefs.

EQUAL ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY

Theoretically, at least, each American is granted the possibility
of achieving a modicum of economic well-being through access to
education and job markets.60 Historically the basis for such opportu-
nity and access was to be found in, on the one hand, the steady
expansion of the American economy, which created a rising demand
for labor (except during periods of economic recession) and, on the
other hand, through growth in the educational system, which not
only supplied the demands of business, but also socialized children
into the practices of American politics and production. 
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In practice, access was always uneven, with some groups—es-
pecially racial minorities such as African-Americans, Asian-Ameri-
cans, Hispanics, and Latinos—finding themselves structurally
disadvantaged for historical and geographic reasons. The civil rights
movement, as well as subsequent affirmative action programs that
were later extended to other ethnic and racial minorities, were in-
tended to redress these disadvantages by providing a substitute for
the social connections and linkages to power that accrue to members
of the dominant group.61 Despite the claims of opponents to such
programs, these programs have been focused primarily on individ-
ual, not group, access and opportunity, and thus do not violate the
tenet of individual equal economic opportunity. I return to this point
below.

PROCEDURAL EQUALITY

The second “clause” of the American social contract granted
equal legal and political rights to all Americans. Again in practice
such equality was not granted to everyone, which was one reason
for voter registration efforts during the civil rights movement and
under subsequent federal legislation. It was also the rationale behind
the extension of certain procedural rights, through court decisions
and legislation, to individuals arrested on suspicion of having com-
mitted crimes. Provision of such legal rights was intended to de-
velop a sense of membership in the political community and
responsibility to it that was not forthcoming in the social and eco-
nomic contexts. Through such membership, it was believed, the citi-
zen would come to feel as though s/he had been treated fairly and
with justice, no matter what the specific outcomes of political, legis-
lative, and judicial processes might be.

ALLEGIANCE THROUGH INTEGRATION

The third “clause” of the contract, more implicit than the other
two, made membership in the American “community” contingent
upon an individual’s acceptance, espousal, and practice of certain
patriotic tenets. This included adherence to the country’s founding
myths. Following World War II, anticommunism became an addi-
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tional badge of inclusion (who can forget “America: Love it or leave
it”?). To reject such tenets and myths was tantamount to treason, and
for a time, anyone who professed support for communism was al-
ienated from the community at large, fired from his job, and even
expelled from the country. Such allegiance to the nation also made
it possible, on the one hand, to obscure various internal divisions
within the nation and, on the other hand, to justify and promote
various welfare-state programs—ranging from the War on Poverty
to the Apollo program to the National Defense Highway Act to the
New Math—as integral parts of a united cold war effort against the
enemy.

There are other clauses in the social contract, but these three
have been the central ones. The critical point here is that each ele-
ment is related to individual behavior, not that of groups (or places
specifically defined in terms of disadvantaged minorities or geogra-
phy).62 In recent decades, in spite of widespread belief to the con-
trary, there have been no systematic efforts to redress the structural
economic disadvantages accruing to ethnic minorities as communi-
ties within the United States, unlike the case in the European Union,
which has active programs of redistribution to redress some of the
disparities in wealth among member-states and regions.63 To be sure,
affirmative action programs have been targeted toward members of
ethnic minorities, but in fact, in contrast to regional policies in places
such as Yugoslavia or Europe, it has been individuals within these
minorities, and not the groups themselves, that have been the targets
of such policies. In other words, affirmative action has been entirely
in keeping with the liberal, individualistic tendencies of U.S. politics.
Nonetheless, there is a widely held and growing belief that such
programs provide collective advantages to minorities and therefore
represent a fracturing of the postwar social contract.64

As suggested by the stories presented above, a large segment
of conventional wisdom has to be that a liberal and alienated gov-
ernment, in collaboration with a social and political elite, is system-
atically trying to promote multiculturalism and undermine white
privilege. But the erosion of the social contract is not quite so simple.
First, while “equal economic opportunity remains the sine qua non
of the system, as evidenced by Newt Gingrich’s repeated invocation
of the concept of an “opportunity society,” one must possess appro-
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priate tools and skills in order to seize opportunities. Those who lack
the requisite skills or cannot sell themselves to prospective employ-
ers might well face dismal economic prospects or downward mobil-
ity. Moreover, to the extent that those who confront these dismal
prospects see their lot as arising from the policies put in place by the
country’s political leadership—which they are, but not in the way
generally understood—the material basis for broad belief in this ele-
ment of the social contract is undermined.

Procedural equality remains in place, although it is coming un-
der increasing pressure as well. The number of registered voters in
the United States continues to decline, as does actual participation
in elections. There is a growing movement, as evidenced in laws such
as “Three strikes and you’re out” and Proposition 187 in California,
to strip various procedural rights from two-time felons, illegal im-
migrants, and even legal ones. Efforts to limit AFDC (Aid to Families
with Dependent Children) and other welfare benefits granted to
those who have moved from one state to another essentially restrict
rights of citizenship granted in principle by the U.S. Constitution.
And whether it is true or not, events such as the criminal trial of O.
J. Simpson suggest to many that wealth makes it possible to evade
the law.65

Finally, allegiance through integration has become the focus of
the culture wars, as I suggested above. The collapse of communism
removed one central and unifying element in the contract—anticom-
munism—and in spite of a search for new enemies, nothing has as
yet emerged to take its place.66 Paradoxically, perhaps, the changing
demographic complexion of the United States and the emergence of
affirmative action and multiculturalism are in no small part a result
of the policies associated with anticommunism. These policies, on
the one hand, facilitated the immigration of large numbers of refu-
gees from Communist countries in the name of maintaining that
social contract while, on the other, they helped to foster the economic
prosperity that has made the United States so economically attrac-
tive to immigrants.67 But economic globalization has eroded the old
borders between countries that made allegiance through integration
essential in the past; cultural loyalties are split, even if political ones
are not.
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IT’S THE ECONOMY, STUPID!

How can we explain the erosion of the American social contract
and the cultural conflict that has emerged? As I suggested above,
conventional wisdom claims that the emergence of both multicultu-
ralism and the largely white reaction to it is cultural and value-
based. Few attempts have been made to ask why culture and values
appear to so many to be under threat—most accounts invoke “mod-
ernization” and resistance to it.68 Consequently the culture wars are
waged in and through a variety of venues, including the media,
education, politics, and social policy. Studiously avoided by almost
everyone, however, are the economic roots of the entire process of
social and cultural change. Indeed it is in the economy that the ori-
gins of culture wars are to be found, in the final stages of integration
of America into the global economy (and to some extent vice versa),
the global move toward hyperliberalism, and the industrial revolu-
tion associated with the information age.69

The result of these policies—liberalization, social reorganiza-
tion, and a partial form of structural adjustment—has been a squeeze
on labor and the privileging of capital.70 Gradually the squeeze has
been extended from the blue-collar to the white-collar workforce, as
well as the military and defense sectors, with successive downsiz-
ings and mergers among corporations as they struggle to reduce
costs, improve balance sheets, and maintain share value.71 By now,
whether or not it is statistically correct, there is a widespread per-
ception within major segments of the American labor force that no
forms of employment are secure.72 While policymakers and academ-
ics such as Robert Reich argue that “symbolic analysts,” the produc-
tion workers of the information age, are secure for the future,73 the
reality is that new information technologies may make many of them
redundant too.74 

Moreover, many people who are downsized or mergered out of
a job have little or no chance of finding new employment at compa-
rable wage rates.75 As Paul Krugman has somewhat optimistically
put it, trying to explain what is happening,

Modern technology in effect mandates much wider disparities in
earnings among workers than we have experienced in the
past. . . . In the long run . . . the trend toward growing economic
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disparities is likely to reverse itself even in the absence of any
deliberate policy action. The Industrial Revolution created huge
inequalities in its first half-century, but eventually produced [af-
ter fifty years] a middle-class society of unprecedented affluence.
The Information Revolution will probably do the same.76

Until this happens, however, the effects of this new industrial revo-
lution will have to work their way through the system. Those who
do not lose their jobs will be fearful of the possibility; those who do
lose their jobs will become disillusioned with the system; those who
are educated but unable to find jobs commensurate with their skills
will become cynical and nihilistic. And all will be thrown into the
hypercompetitive arena of the “opportunity society,” where success
is measured in terms of wealth and status. The practical consequence
of the process Krugman describes is that the material basis for
American “culture” is being steadily eroded, even as we hear calls
from conservative pundits for a need to restore that culture through
a return to historical “values.” But whereas material prosperity le-
gitimated the American social contract of the 1950s, a revival of the
value system of the 1950s will not restore the material prosperity of
those times.77 The reality is that not only is such restoration not
possible, but also attempting to do so would further undermine the
material base of American society. 

A true return to the values of the 1950s would require a rever-
sion to an economic Fortress America. Foreign capital inflows would
dry up, interest rates would skyrocket, the value of the dollar would
plummet, and a bear market on Wall Street and elsewhere would
make 1929 look like a picnic. The resulting decline in living stand-
ards would hardly bode well for political stability. There is no turn-
ing back. Greater integration into the global economy poses risks for
American society as well, in that the resulting benefits will not be
distributed evenly across the United States. Some regions, some
groups, and some individuals will find themselves better off than
others but less willing to compensate those who do not do as well.
In this context, it may well be, as David Rieff has suggested, that
multiculturalism is a “superstructure” to these economic transfor-
mations, simply a means of making more money by appealing to
niche markets.78
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FAULT LINES AND FRONT LINES

Why does the erosion of the social contract matter, and what
does it have to do with cultural conflict? To understand this connec-
tion, we must turn to a discussion of security and the state.79 Gener-
ally speaking, national security is seen in material terms: the
protection of territory, population, and resources against external
enemies and internal subversion. But this conception is incomplete.
At the core of any nation-state—in its social contract—there are a set
of notions laying out what it represents. A state may embody certain
ideals—freedom, liberty, etc.—or the aspirations of a group of people
self-defined as a nation—Jews, Palestinians, etc.—or notions about
a golden past and a bright future. These notions are wrapped up in
a mythos that is central to what we generally call nationalism, and it
is this that is generally held to animate the political life of the nation-
state. But nationalism is not merely a means of animating the state;
it is also central to its reproduction—that is, to its survival as a unified
and distinct political entity. 

Ordinarily threats to the survival or continuity of a state are
seen as originating from the outside—the security dilemma and self-
help in anarchy are the classical representations of this prob-
lem—while domestic problems fall under the police powers of the
sovereign.80 It is perhaps worth noting here that governments rou-
tinely suppress dissidents or “subversives” in the name of national
security, although what is really being protected is a particular re-
gime and not the state per se. There is, however, another category of
domestic “threats” that strike at the very legitimacy of the idea of
the state, and it is with these that I am concerned here. These are
constitutive threats, which undermine the basis on which the state is
organized and may, if allowed to proceed, disrupt domestic political
continuity. Paradoxically, however, constitutive threats are rarely al-
lowed to proceed to a logical conclusion; more frequently, the major-
ity against whom such threats appear to be aimed will react to
protect its prerogatives. 

The stories told above suggest that the security of the state and
its society must be intimately bound up with the national my-
thos—what Barry Buzan calls the idea of the state.81 A failure to main-
tain the mythos can be, from the state’s perspective, merely annoying
or possibly catastrophic. That is why enemies are important.82 In-
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deed to the extent that it is possible to define external enemies ar-
rayed against the nation, the mythos of national soli darity is rein-
forced, and having defined an “other,” it is also much easier to define
the “self.”83 When an enemy can be found, the national security
mythos reproduces itself almost without effort.

Suffice it to say here that American postwar “culture” was
rooted in a certain self-image of the relationship among individual
and national identities, work, and economic growth. Both propo-
nents and critics of liberalism often argue that economic growth is
essential to social peace inasmuch as if everyone sees his or her
position improving in absolute terms, he or she will be satisfied; a
stagnant economic product, by contrast, sets the stage for distribu-
tional conflict.84 When such conflict breaks out, who has a right to a
share of the pie? With the argument I presented above about the
ethnic/religious/class nature of the social contract, it becomes ap-
parent why such conflict might break out along those preexisting
divides. The history of those divides does matter.

In order to “recenter” displaced individuals—and explain their
displacement in terms of the social requirements of the nation-
state—it has historically been helpful, if not necessary, to find an
enemy. One way is to create new boundaries, be they national, social,
or both. During the cold war, the enemy was to be found outside the
boundaries of the “free world.”85 In the name of national security,
consequently, a variety of state-led welfare policies and economic
strategies was deployed that might not under other circumstances
have been ideologically permitted or politically possible. In the
United States, in particular, national security policy allowed the de-
velopment of a relationship in which the interests of state, capital,
and labor, in joint opposition to communism, appeared to be com-
plementary (whether true or not).86 This coalition was greatly weak-
ened beginning in the 1970s, as political relations with the Soviet
Union and China improved, and it was further undermined by the
structurally rooted loss of international competitiveness and chronic
trade deficits. In the end, capital had no choice but to treat American
labor as the functional equivalent of labor anywhere else in the
world, and their interests diverged. The state, having yielded its
mobilization prerogative to the market, had no choice but to follow.87

None of this explains clearly where and how the preexisting
divides have been or might become real fractures. I would argue here
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that there is a dialectical relationship between the processes of eco-
nomic globalization and political fragmentation,88 and that in the
United States multiculturalism has something to do with the latter.
Where the United States differs from places beset by ethnic and sec-
tarian conflict is that it is not administratively divided along ethnic
or national lines. There are no explicit fault lines “on the ground”
that could stand as obvious boundaries between competitive territo-
ries because patterns of settlement and development generally cross
state, county, and municipal borders. There are no juridically defined
political units whose constitutive character is ethnic—at least not at
the present time. But embedded in this dialectical relationship there
is the possibility of spatial differentiation that could in the future
have ethnic content. 

Demographically such regions are to be found in some parts of
the country, and not surprisingly, these have become potential front
lines in the culture wars. What is surprising perhaps is that these
regions are not necessarily ethnically  or racially diverse—the Pacific
Northwest is one such place—and that the target of public opinion
is as much the political system itself as identifiable groups of people.
As differentiation among places is fostered, by both economic/po-
litical competition and scapegoating, the ethnic element is more than
likely to become sharper; indeed the very essence of the culture
warriors’ attack on multiculturalism is to be found in the latter’s
difference from “traditional” American (read white) norms, values,
and culture. 

Discrimination against ethnic minorities is not a new phenome-
non in the United States; it was of course enshrined in the Constitu-
tion with respect to the question of slavery and institutionalized in
Jim Crow laws following the Civil War. Other forms of discrimina-
tion against minorities have not been constitutively grounded, how-
ever; rather, they have been enforced through social norms and laws.
While social discrimination has formed a more or less continuous
background throughout the past two centuries, legal discrimination
has been more cyclical, a response to both economic crisis and inter-
national political tensions. Thus, for example, the internment of
Japanese during World War II was a response to war; earlier impo-
sitions on Chinese immigrants and restrictions aimed primarily at
East Europeans during the first half of the twentieth century were
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largely the result of economic pressures. In this respect, such “na-
tivist” restrictions are nothing new. 

Indeed responses by the white majority to successive waves of
immigration into the United States have had a cyclical character
running in parallel to the state of the domestic and international
economies. This should come as no surprise either. During periods
of relative prosperity and low unemployment, real or apparent com-
petition in the labor market is limited; when recessions or bad eco-
nomic times hit, this competition becomes a catalyst for antagonism
against those who “take away jobs.” Anti-immigrant nativist move-
ments among the white population have also typically had a cultural
character that paradoxically can be understood as a “liberal” re-
sponse to deteriorating economic conditions. Indeed antagonisms
are more often expressed in cultural as opposed to economic terms,
inasmuch as the former are easier to understand—even if
wrong—and have greater political resonance. Periods of prosperity
are also likely to instill greater self-confidence in the members of
society, as well as the society itself, and this also weighs against
scapegoating of the culturally different.

Finally, “visibility” is important. Groups of people who main-
tain a low profile, for whatever reason, are unlikely to generate much
in the way of resentment on the part of the white majority. It is no
accident that the civil rights movement began in earnest in the 1950s
and reached its apogee in the 1960s, for that is the period during and
after a major influx of blacks into northern urban areas in search of
opportunities growing out of the transformation of the American
economy after World War II. The growing visibility of Latino com-
munities in recent years, especially in the American Southwest, is a
result of economic “push-pull” factors in Latin America and the
United States and the changing demographics of places, such as the
Northeast and southern California, which are often the focus of me-
dia attention.

That episodes of ethnic tensions in the United States have been
largely catalyzed by changing economic conditions is less interesting
for the purposes of this paper than how and why this latest round
might be different from earlier ones. One of the framing hypotheses
of this paper suggests that it is the changes in the social contract and
efforts by ethnic entrepreneurs to restore power or wrest it from
dominant elites—both wrought by the larger processes of global eco-
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nomic integration and liberalization—that trigger hostilities be-
tween self-defined ethnic groups. In principle, this process ought to
be evident in earlier cycles as well. What is different is that in earlier
times, integration was not so evidently global, liberalization was not
so unbounded, and the consequent changes in the domestic division
of labor were not quite so all-encompassing as they appear to be
today. Whether these processes are “real” is less important than how
they are being perceived and acted upon. The result is a growing
legitimation crisis of the American state and what appears to be an
increase in constitutive conflict, especially that with a racial charac-
ter.

Ultimately there is significant risk in the rhetorical tactics of
those who would restore “traditional values and culture,” inasmuch
as there is little chance that the root causes of such extremism can or
will be addressed through ordinary politics. Even were the Repub-
licans to take full control of Washington, they could not fully undo
the effects of globalization. There is likely, as a result, to be growing
frustration and anger on the political extreme(s) that could move
toward the political middle. The inability of American political in-
stitutions to address these root causes in the short term will further
delegitimate them without putting in place new institutions or ide-
ologies. There might then be a temptation in some places to “go it
alone.” Territorial secession seems far-fetched today; it could look
less absurd in the future.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have offered a framework for analyzing the
erosion of the American social contract, a consequence of processes
of globalization set in train following the end of World War II. In
essence, I have argued that the favored material position of the
United States during the 1950s and 1960s was during the following
decades eroded by the very economic institutions put in place
through the Bretton Woods system. This was neither intentional nor
foreseen, but it had the effect of eroding the terms of the domestic
social contract and creating political disaffection among certain seg-
ments of the polity who have seen their privileged position under
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threat by both multiculturalism and economic transformations.
There is no “ethnic conflict” in the United States, but there is never-
theless a large and disaffected group of white “dispossessed” who
cannot come to terms with the social transformation that is a result
of American success in the world. The resentment of these groups
and individuals is channeled into a challenge to the legitimacy of the
federal system, a challenge that runs the gamut of the American
political spectrum. The extreme right proposes to take up arms in
defense of its eroding position by positing an international threat to
the national security of the country, aided and abetted by the federal
government and its representatives. A failure to address these resent-
ments—and I argue that they cannot be addressed, given the struc-
ture of domestic economic interests—will further exacerbate them.
The “true nation” might, in this schema, rise up against the “false
one” and restore the proper order of things, whatever that might be.

Human beings are continually getting into situations wherein
they can no longer understand the world around them. Some-
thing happens to them that they feel they did not deserve. Their
suffering is described as an injustice, a wrong, an evil, bad luck,
a catastrophe. Because they themselves live correctly, act in an
upright, just manner, go to the right church, belong to a superior
culture, they feel that this suffering is undeserved. In the search
for a reason why such evil things happen to them, they soon come
upon another group, an opponent group to which they then at-
tribute certain characteristics: This group obviously causes them
to suffer by effecting dark, evil, and secretly worked out plans
against them. Thus the world around them is no longer as it
should be. It becomes more and more an illusion, a semblance,
while at the same time the evil that has occurred, or is occurring
and is becoming more and more essential, takes place behind re-
ality. Their world becomes unhinged, is turned upside down [sic];
in order to prevent damage to or destruction of their own group
(religion, culture, nation, race) they must drive out, render harm-
less, or even destroy those—called “conspirators”—carrying out
their evil plans in secret.89
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MUTING INTERETHNIC CONFLICT IN POST-IMPERIAL
BRITAIN: THE SUCCESS AND LIMITS OF A LIBERAL

POLITICAL APPROACH

ELAINE THOMAS

In the years immediately following World War II, substantial
numbers of people from South Asia and the Caribbean resettled in
England. While these certainly were not England’s first immigrants,
their arrival and settlement eventually inaugurated a controversial
round of political conflict and public concern about the increasingly
multiracial composition of the population.

Britain relied heavily upon a liberal political approach to mut-
ing and marginalizing this kind of political conflict. This approach
can be understood as consisting of several related elements. First,
British law was exceptionally liberal in granting political rights to
new arrivals. Since the vast majority of nonwhite immigrants arriv-
ing after the war came from the New Commonwealth, they were
already British subjects and citizens of the United Kingdom. As a
consequence, political rights were extended even to first-generation
immigrants. In other words, British law politically incorporated new
arrivals from former colonial areas even more readily than did (say)
the laws of France, where citizenship was extended to most second-
and third-generation immigrants born on French national territory.
Second, norms of social and political respectability, the institution-
alization of local Community Relations Councils (CRCs), and the
Labour and Conservative Parties’ organizational interests worked
together to limit the politicization of racial issues. Race-related is-
sues and passionate political appeals related to such topics were not
admitted to the realm of legitimate and respectable public political
discussion. Finally, where political entrepreneurs and fringe parties
did bring race talk into national politics, the dynamics of liberal
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democratic electoral competition successfully muted and reestab-
lished the marginalization of such talk within a few short years.

The postwar politics of British race relations thus mark a par-
ticularly clear case of a type of approach to interethnic conflict com-
monly favored in current discussions of citizenship, nationality, and
ethnic conflict. The liberal approach to interethnic conflict that un-
derlies many of the major elements of British policy and political
behavior also commonly informs comparative examination and
analysis of ethnic politics. Common liberal assumptions prevalent in
this area include the ideas that ethnic or racial conflicts are inher-
ently less susceptible to negotiation than other forms of conflict,
notably economic ones.1 Following from this, the politicization of
racial and ethnic conflict is believed to bode ill for peace and social
order. Since it is commonly believed to be irrational and peculiarly
unsusceptible to negotiation and peaceful resolution, it is also often
believed that politicized ethnicity is bound ultimately to lead to vio-
lent social disorder and political instability.2 Public discussion of
race and ethnicity and the politicization of racially charged conflicts
are therefore to be avoided.

A related set of liberal assumptions often prevails in current
discussions of citizenship. Citizenship is normally treated as a legal
status—that is, as a matter of legal nationality—and legal restrictions
on nationality acquisition are then the focus of comparison. Legal
nationality is assumed to be important because it is normally the
necessary precondition for national voting rights. The entitlement to
full political rights that legal nationality confers is in turn assumed
to generate a sense of full membership, as well as social acceptance
of those who are classified as full community members. Again, the
liberal approach to interethnic relations is supposed to reduce social
conflict, this time by favoring the social integration of immigrants or
their descendants.

The British story suggests that liberalism works as an approach
to the muting of interethnic political conflict. As such, it might at first
appear as a relatively unproblematic illustration of the success of a
liberal political approach. However, at the same time, the British
story also suggests that the muting of such political conflict may
have more limited value as a recipe for immigrants’ social integra-
tion and the prevention of violent social and political conflict than
is commonly supposed. Despite the success of this approach to the
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muting of interethnic political conflict in Britain, violent distur-
bances in poor urban neighborhoods showed themselves to be a
surprisingly intractable and enduring problem that outlasted both
the politicization of racial issues and the rise of far-right parties.
Successful depoliticization alone did not automatically result in full
acceptance of minorities’ rights to public presence, social order, or
the elimination of violent conflict with an ethnic dimension.

This paper traces the history of the rise and subsequent signifi-
cant abatement of racial conflict in postwar British politics. It also
examines and analyzes the more significant violent urban riots of
this period. Given Britain’s more or less consistent reliance on a
liberal political approach to the muting of interethnic conflict, it
stands as a particularly telling illustration of the limits of that ap-
proach in terms of its translation of depoliticization into social inte-
gration and public order. The apparent anomalies of the British
experience in this regard actually point to the need for refinement of
the categories and assumptions which currently underlie and guide
most of the growing literature on citizenship, nationality, and in-
terethnic relations.

For one thing, the limits of the liberal political approach in
Britain point to the need for a different approach to the examination
and analysis of citizenship. If citizenship is understood as a matter
of entitlement to public presence and influence, then it is not simply
a matter of legal nationality. One needs to look beyond citizenship
as an official status that confers a particular set of legal rights and
thus beyond the rules and requirements regulating access to that
status as well. What then becomes crucial are the social and institu-
tional norms and practices necessary for the lived realization of citi-
zenship understood as a matter of entitlement to public presence and
influence. Social and institutional norms and practices that regulate
the restriction or realization of citizenship in this sense help account
for the apparent paradox of recurrent violent conflict and disorder
in poor British urban neighborhoods where ethnic minorities are
concentrated in the context of rapid civic incorporation of minorities,
successful liberal depoliticization of racial issues, and marginaliza-
tion of far-right parties.
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POSTWAR PROSPERITY AND POLITICAL CONSENSUS

Overall, the years immediately after World War II were a period
during which racial issues played very little role in British national
politics. However, closer examination reveals that these years were
in fact a time of submerged strains. These would later contribute to
such marked symptoms of racial tension as the rise of the National
Front (NF) and direct attacks on minorities residing in British cities.

THE PLACID SURFACE

During the immediate postwar period, the Labour and Conser-
vative Parties enjoyed an overwhelming ascendancy in the British
political arena. In 1959 the two parties together captured fully 93.2
percent of the vote.3 The postwar Keynesian consensus was thus an
overwhelming electoral success. This period can therefore be re-
garded as the heyday of state intervention directed toward increas-
ing material security and equalizing economic outcomes between
individuals and social groups.

During the latter part of this period, from 1964 to 1975, racial
issues in Britain were also remarkably depoliticized. Britain’s major
political parties had a shared interest in keeping racial issues off the
political agenda and therefore avoided making them a point of com-
petition.4 Surveys conducted during the 1966 election campaign found
that most voters saw little difference between the major parties on
race-related issues. Labour and Conservative leaders alike sought to
depoliticize race because race-related issues constituted a troublesome
point of internal division within both parties. Keeping racial issues
off the political agenda thus helped both parties to bridge these
internal divisions by turning their attention instead to issues on which
there was a sounder basis for internal party consensus.

Depoliticization—at least in the absence of censorship—is an
inherently fragile strategy. It takes only one party or party faction to
rock the boat. For a while, party leaders were nonetheless able to
depoliticize race successfully because they did not confront organ-
ized opposition to their position either within their own parties or
from outside.5 Neither party stood to benefit from politicization, and
the success of the Keynesian compromise and postwar growth were
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such that there seemed to be little available space in the British po-
litical arena for new, more extremist or ideological parties.6

Depoliticizing racial issues was also part of the broader consen-
sualist strategy pursued by both the Labour and Conservative Par-
ties during these years—i.e., avoiding “ideological” issues with the
aim of capturing centrist voters.7 Both parties regarded capturing
these voters as the key to winning elections under prevailing condi-
tions of close electoral parity between the two.8 The avoidance of
racial issues was thus part of the larger “catch-all” strategy that was
increasingly adopted by parties throughout Western Europe.9

Britain’s Labour and Conservative Parties also sought to ensure
that discrimination and tensions with the established national resi-
dents would not lead to the politicization of racial issues by New
Commonwealth immigrants. Together they therefore supported the
establishment of local-level institutions designed to both mitigate
local racial tensions and create a buffer between national party poli-
tics on the one hand and race-related conflicts and demands on the
other. The parties therefore lent national financial support to the
CRCs, which had emerged spontaneously at the local level in hun-
dreds of British towns and cities.10 This may explain why the na-
tional government during these years did not take a more active role
in organizing immigrants’ social integration than it did. While the
Conservative Party facilitated Commonwealth immigration to the
country to meet the demands of employers for additional workers
during the 1950s and 1960s, the government did nothing to plan this
immigration. Nor did it act to ensure that the increased demand for
affordable housing and public services, including education, was
met. Housing and services were in short supply after the war in any
case, and immigration predictably increased pressure on the limited
housing stock. The increased competition between immigrants and
native workers for limited resources, especially housing, in turn pro-
voked predictable tensions for which the immigrants were often
blamed.11

On the positive side, it appeared that the leadership of the ma-
jor political parties in London had succeeded in establishing an over-
whelmingly liberal public discourse on race relations. Until 1976 this
“liberal language of analysis [was] predominant amongst politi-
cians, bureaucrats, certain of the quality media and leaders of key
institutions such as the police.”12 Racial harmony was emphasized,
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and open references to racial differences were generally avoided.
This liberal discourse stood in contrast to the rhetorical connections
increasingly made between minorities, on the one hand, and the
lawlessness and disorder on the other, connections that informed
mainstream public interpretation of the riots of the 1980s.13

UNACKNOWLEDGED UNDERTOWS

The depoliticization of race following World War II and the
development of a liberal, antiracialist public discourse may appear
to indicate that racial tensions were limited. Signs of racial harmony
during the heyday of the Keynesian compromise may seem to point
to a correspondence between interventionist national economic pol-
icy and the achievement of harmonious race relations. In reality,
however, there were unmistakable signs of submerged racial ten-
sions even during the heyday of Keynesianism, growing prosperity,
and commitment to the welfare state.

Urban Violence. In 1958 racial violence broke out in Nottingham
and Notting Hill. The outburst took the form of attacks by local white
residents on immigrants who had recently settled in the area. The
clashes led to the election of a number of populist Conservative
candidates to Parliament that year. Although the disturbances called
national attention to race and immigration issues and to the absence
of an explicit government policy on immigration, the parties re-
mained reluctant to address these issues. Admittedly, some limited
response from national political leaders was forthcoming in the form
of preliminary immigration restrictions introduced by the Conserva-
tives in 1961.14 For the most part, however, consensual organized
official silence was maintained, and the first local sparks of racial
violence were swept under the rug.

Popular Attitudes. The exacerbation of local racial tensions was
the hidden negative consequence of the established political parties’
depoliticization of racial issues during this period.15 Although little
was said in Parliament on the subject of race during these years and
while Labour and Conservative politicians alike treated it as a po-
litical nonissue, survey data indicate that powerful public concerns
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about the growing presence of nonwhites developed during this pe-
riod.

Popular concern with the major parties’ neglect of racial issues
merged in the form of growing disquiet with the numbers of immi-
grants arriving in Britain. Survey data show that during the 1960s
and 1970s more than three-quarters of the electorate considered re-
cent immigration rates to be too high. Surveys in 1960 found the
electorate overwhelmingly opposed to immigration, by a margin of
six to one.16 The intensity of popular concern on this score is sug-
gested by 1968 survey research findings which indicated that more
than 25 percent of the British public identified immigrants as the
most urgent problem facing Britain. When immigration restrictions
were implemented, they were targeted at nonwhites from the New
Commonwealth.17

The proceedings of the 1958 and 1961 Conservative Party con-
ferences also reflected increasing grassroots pressure for attention to
racial issues in the form of new restrictions on nonwhite immigra-
tion. The first motion to limit such immigration was introduced in
1958. In 1961 more than forty such motions were introduced, reflect-
ing a precipitous increase of pressure on the Conservative Party from
its constituents.18

Political Weakness of Liberals on Racial Issues. Precisely because
the prevailing liberal forces within each party successfully depoliti-
cized racial issues during this period, they never mobilized their
constituents in active support of liberal racial policies. The lack of
such a popular following was to prove problematic for the liberals
once the consensus they had maintained in favor of depoliticization
was broken in 1968 by Enoch Powell, a New Right Conservative MP,
and then by other New Right politicians in the years that followed.
The liberals had long held sway in Parliament, but they lacked active
public support. Precisely because their established strategy had been
to cooperate in silencing public political discussion of race, once the
silence was broken and public debate was opened, the liberals found
themselves in a weak position. Having focused on silencing the is-
sue, they had not developed a discourse to address it.19

One might argue that xenophobia and racial prejudice among
the general public are simply a given. By this account, the average
party supporter could not be expected to exhibit the same liberal
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high-mindedness as party leaders, and to initiate public discussion
of race would inevitably have opened a Pandora’s box of primordial
prejudice. In reality, however, the available evidence suggests that
British public opinion was quite malleable and that public speech by
party leaders in favor of liberal positions on race issues had the
capacity to significantly alter popular perspectives. The Labour
Party strongly opposed the restrictions imposed by the Conservative
Party on New Commonwealth immigration in 1961. In a well-publi-
cized speech, Hugh Gaitskill argued that the government should do
more to provide adequate social services, facilitate the integration of
immigrants into British society, and prevent discrimination rather
than pandering to racial intolerance by restricting immigration.
Within a month of Gaitskill’s speech, 14 percent of the electorate had
changed its position to one more consonant with that which he had
articulated.20

Even in Enoch Powell’s home constituency of Wolverhampton,
an examination of local press coverage of issues related to race and
immigration suggests that popular concern with such issues gener-
ally did not take the form of antagonism toward immigrants per se,
at least not prior to Powell’s inflammatory anti-immigration
speeches of the late 1960s. While there was extensive interest and
community involvement in issues related to immigration and the
social tensions it produced, it was mainly directed toward the reduc-
tion of discrimination and efforts to promote interracial harmony. In
fact, even during the period of heaviest nonwhite immigration into
Wolverhampton, no far-right or anti-immigrant group managed to
attract any significant local following.21 Thus substantial popular
concern with race and immigration issues was not necessarily in-
dicative of the inevitability of a populist backlash against minorities,
even in Powell’s home constituency.22

Popular concern about nonwhite immigration has the potential
to lead to quite a range of political expression: from demands for
immigration restrictions, to support for local race relations initia-
tives, to calls for more adequate social service provision from the
central government, to violent collective attacks on immigrants like
those that took place in Notting Hill. Gaitskill’s speech demon-
strated the substantial influence that organized political parties
wielded in determining the direction that popular concern would
take and thus the nature of its social impact. The problem was that
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the internal divisions and electoral strategy of the major parties were
such that public statements like Gaitskill’s were few and far be-
tween. In conjunction with industrial decline, the major parties’ de-
politicization strategy would therefore set the stage for the rise of
the far right.

ERUPTION OF ETHNIC CONFLICT IN THE 1970S AND EARLY 1980s

RISING INFLUENCE OF THE FAR RIGHT

As noted above, discussion of racial issues was repressed
within the Conservative Party from 1964 to 1976 as part of the major
parties’ consensus to depoliticize racial issues. Challenges to the
suppression of racial issues then developed through extraparliamen-
tary groups, most notably the NF. These groups demanded that the
parties acknowledge race as a relevant and legitimate political issue.
They attempted to direct unaddressed popular concerns in a particu-
larly pernicious direction, combining calls for expulsion of nonwhite
immigrants from England with overt anti-Semitism and demands
for British support of white Africa.23 The NF was the product of a
merger of a variety of extreme right-wing organizations, including
the League of Empire Loyalists. Formerly a faction within the Con-
servative Party, the league had been discredited within the party by
1960 and sought new political allies.24 Like Labour, the Conservative
Party at the time regarded capturing swing votes at the center as the
key to electoral success. This led to the marginalization and extra-
parliamentary organization of extremist elements that were no
longer represented and therefore no longer captured within Conser-
vative Party ranks. The NF thus capitalized on weaknesses of the
very catch-all strategy that once seemed to make the two center
parties so invincible.

During the 1960s the Conservative Party suffered what Andrew
Gamble has characterized as a “crisis of ideology,” which inhered in
the party’s inability to sufficiently differentiate its program from
socialism and to present it effectively. As Gamble argues,

Heath offered a detailed analysis of Britain’s economic problems
and a list of appropriate remedies, but he had little conception of
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how this programme could be presented to secure the support
and enthusiasm of his followers in the party and in the country.25

Electoral evidence from this period suggests that a comparable crisis
of ideology ultimately affected the Labour Party as well. Whereas
in 1959 the two major parties together had captured over 90 percent
of the popular vote, by 1974 they together captured only 75 percent.26

Voters were pulling away from the two major parties, and this pull-
ing away manifested itself in a variety of ways: challenges from third
parties, the rise of extraparliamentary movements, the emergence of
demands that conflicted with the positions of the parties’ estab-
lished leadership, and new intraparty conflicts within Parliament
itself.

While the views of the New Right were still ununified and
lacking in focus, the Conservative crisis of ideology nonetheless
opened the way for their increasing influence on the positions of
party leaders, particularly Heath.27 The Monday Club was estab-
lished within the Conservative Party during these years. The club
opposed all nonwhite immigration and became the primary voice
for illiberal, anti-immigration sentiment in Parliament. At its peak
in 1972, the club claimed 34 MPs and approximately 6,000 mem-
bers.28 During these same years, the New Right became increasingly
influential within the Conservative Party.29 The increasing influence
of the New Right and the establishment of the Monday Club were
signs that under the still relatively placid surface of consensus poli-
tics, the major parties were increasingly unable to contain the popu-
lar undertows that would eventually tear the postwar consensus on
economic and racial issues apart.

More extremist elements calling for recovery of the British Em-
pire or for active repatriation of minorities already living in Britain,
as opposed to a mere freezing of future immigration, were driven
out of the mainstream parties and the parliamentary arena, however.
These views nonetheless attracted substantial popular support. The
stage was thereby set for an upsurge in popular support for the NF.
By the summer of 1976, the NF had emerged as a serious political
force. Indeed the party frequently received at least 8 percent of the
popular vote, and in a series of local elections that spring and sum-
mer it attracted as much as 15 percent of the returns. The party
captured almost 20 percent of the vote in Leicester in the municipal
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elections in May and also made a particularly strong showing in
working-class districts of London and in Sandwell and Bradford.
Meanwhile, skinheads in many areas staged a series of provocative
marches.30

The rising fortunes of the NF on the electoral front in 1976
corresponded to a notable increase that year in the incidence of direct
attacks on Asians (i.e., members of minority populations originating
from the Indian subcontinent) living in Britain’s cities.31 Indeed de-
spite its rising electoral fortunes, the main strategy of the NF was
not to win elections. Given Britain’s majoritarian electoral system,
an objective of winning was clearly unattainable. The NF’s central
strategy was therefore to “repatriate” nonwhites through direct vio-
lent attacks on Asians living in communities with high concentra-
tions of nonwhite residents. Rather than trying to displace the
existing major parties, the NF thereby tried to reshape the social
environment within which Britain’s minorities lived in such a way
as to make continued residence in Britain undesirable.32 The Home
Office estimated that 7,000 or more attacks would be reported in
1982. The East End of London was the site of a particularly high
number of violent incidents.33

As the NF’s extraparliamentary demands that race be put back
on the political agenda reached their peak in the mid-1970s, the
conditions that had deterred the Conservative Party from taking a
strong position on such issues changed. The major reason that the
Conservatives had agreed to the depoliticization of racial issues was
that the party itself was internally divided on these issues. In 1961
there were three major positions on immigration within the party.
First were the so-called “Tory radicals,” who supported liberal im-
migration policies on the grounds that such policies were beneficial
to the national economy. Second, there was a sizable contingent of
“Commonwealth idealists,” a group sympathetic to the empire. This
faction consisted largely of former colonial governors and residents.
Like the Tory radicals, the Commonwealth idealists were favorable
to liberal immigration policies, though for different reasons. The
idealists supported liberal immigration rules as an important mani-
festation of Britain’s continued commitment to maintaining close
ties with its former colonies. Finally, there were the supporters of the
New Right, a faction increasingly strong in Conservative constituen-
cies but still relatively weak in Parliament. The New Right primarily
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represented the professional middle class and diverged from the
other two factions in supporting such new restrictive immigration
legislation as the 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act. Race and
immigration issues therefore threatened to split the party, so their
politicization was actively avoided.

By 1975, however, the segment of the Conservative Party with
close ties to the empire had largely disappeared.34 Moreover, because
of perceived changes in domestic labor market conditions, those in-
terested in using immigration policy for economic ends were no
longer opposed to immigration restriction. Labor was no longer be-
lieved to be in short supply, and Tory radicals, supportive of the
interests of British industrial employers, therefore no longer favored
liberal immigration policies as they had immediately after the war.35

With the decline of the Commonwealth idealist faction and changes
in labor market conditions, a new consensus between the Tory radi-
cals and the New Right developed. The party therefore became more
receptive to tighter immigration restrictions, and the disincentives
that had previously discouraged the Conservatives from campaign-
ing on racial issues for fear of jeopardizing party unity were largely
removed. Even as the strength of extreme right forces demanding
repoliticization of racial issues grew, it also became increasingly safe
for the Conservatives to respond to those demands.

Thus the repoliticization of race did not result from the efforts
of extremist “entrepreneurs” capitalizing on popular prejudices
alone. Rather, it resulted from the conjunction of such pressures with
the changing dynamics of competition between the major parties
and with the changing composition of forces within the Conserva-
tive Party itself. The major parties’ centrist strategies were beginning
to threaten the credibility of their claims to offer their followers
distinct, meaningful political identities. Moreover, long-standing as-
sumptions that had underpinned the parties’ perceived interests in
pursuing consensual strategies were undermined. The Keynesian
compromise was not delivering the same rates of growth and em-
ployment as it had first seemed to promise, and pursuit of such
policies may no longer have provided party leaders with the same
degree of legitimacy and authority as it had originally. Building
more distinct party identities and politicizing other issues may then
have begun to appear more attractive. Meanwhile, the assumption
of long-term parity between the parties was upset, as was the long-
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standing belief that capturing “floating” centrist voters was the key
to electoral success.36 Given Britain’s stable majoritarian electoral
system, if the Conservative Party had enjoyed a more solid, stable
base of popular support, the challenge of the NF might well simply
have been ignored. If the major parties had spoken directly to rising
popular concerns about race and immigration and worked to chan-
nel those concerns in more positive, liberal directions, it is unlikely
that the far right would have found such a ready foothold. Finally,
if the composition of the Conservative Party leadership had not
changed, the need to maintain the support of the Commonwealth
idealists would have foreclosed the strategy that Enoch Powell soon
successfully introduced. Ironically the progressive abandonment of
an imperial project paved the way for the promulgation of ethnic
nationalism in British politics.

REPOLITICIZATION OF RACE IN NATIONAL POLITICS

By the late 1970s race was out in the open as an explicit issue
in the major parties’ political campaigns, and the Labour and Con-
servative Parties increasingly diverged in their positions on race-re-
lated issues. The Conservatives led the repoliticization of race,
beginning with a series of speeches by shadow home secretary Wil-
liam Whitelaw. As Anthony Messina has argued, these speeches had
the effect of “catapulting race to the forefront of British politics.”37

Enoch Powell was particularly influential in upsetting standing
beliefs about the advantages of centrist electoral strategies. His in-
flammatory anti-immigration speech of 1968 seemed to observers
dramatically to demonstrate the potential electoral advantages of
new, nonconsensual strategies of openly racist politicization of New
Commonwealth immigration. Paul Foot summarizes Powell’s con-
tribution to British politics as follows:

His campaign has altered the dimensions of political debate in
Britain. Open attacks on coloured people and their presence in
Britain are now part of respectable political controversy.38

As Gamble points out, however, the content of Powell’s position on
immigration actually did not diverge from standing Conservative
Party policy. The departure that Powell introduced was instead rhe-
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torical and inhered in “his attempt to stigmatize immigrants as
strangers, an object of justifiable fear and hatred, and as a source of
future division in the nation.”39

This departure had considerable impact on Conservative intra-
party politics and lent significant strength to the New Right. It sug-
gested a viable solution to the crisis of ideology with which the party
was struggling and to the declining electoral performance with
which the crisis was associated. Powell’s 1968 anti-immigration
speech clearly violated the prevailing norms of “respectable” politi-
cal expression. The speech won him lasting notoriety—and consid-
erable attention. Heath dismissed Powell from his shadow cabinet
for making it, but this dismissal did anything but diminish Powell’s
influence. As the letters and demonstrations supporting him under-
lined, unlike Heath, Powell was drawing strong popular support.
Powell’s speech marked “an attempt to search out a new constitu-
ency, by breaking with the restrictions placed on the politics of sup-
port by what was practicable for the politics of power.”40

The success of that effort was soon demonstrated by the over-
whelming immediate popular reaction. As widely reported at the
time, within days of his speech, Powell received over 100,000 letters,
fewer than 1,000 of them expressing disagreement. A Gallup Poll, the
results of which were also widely noted, found that 74 percent of the
population “agreed” with the speech.41 The dockers’ and meat por-
ters’ unions—seemingly unlikely supporters of someone as hostile
to cooperative state-union relations as Powell—staged demonstra-
tions supporting him. Powell thereby won personal support from the
working class and demonstrated the possibility of attracting such
support by “breaking down consensus politics and establishing the
basis for a new popular Conservatism.”42

By contrast, prior to his speeches on race relations, Powell had
attracted few followers and was not seriously regarded as a potential
future Conservative Party leader.43 His failure to inspire enthusiasm
is significant in light of the fact that he was also a forerunner of the
New Right in his adherence to monetarism and advocacy of neolib-
eral economic policies.44 Without inflammatory racism, Powell’s
monetarism was not attracting substantial working-class support. It
was in using racism to sell the monetarist New Right to British work-
ers that Powell’s appeal became a model for future New Right strat-
egy.45 In advocating a peculiar melange of monetarism and
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immigration restriction, Powell’s position foreshadowed the new
Tory strategy that would become ascendant with Thatcher’s sub-
sequent takeover of the party leadership.

Powell cast the existing terms of British citizenship into ques-
tion by contrasting the legal terms of citizenship with a common
sense standard of real “belonging.” He attacked what he described
as the “legal fiction” of Commonwealth citizenship, which he re-
garded as a manifestation of lingering illusions that Britain was still
an empire rather than a nation.46 Powell described the task facing
Britain in 1972 as that of “rescuing its identity from the delusions
and deceits of a vanished Empire and Commonwealth” and set him-
self the task of “defining a new national identity.”47 As early as 1969
Powell proclaimed that “nationhood, with all that word implies, is
what the Tory party is ultimately about.”48 In 1972 Powell took a
strong stand against Britain’s admission of Asian Ugandan refugees,
despite their legal status as full-fledged British subjects. Powell ar-
gued:

The practice of international law which requires a country to re-
admit or admit its own nationals applies in our case only to those
who belong to the United Kingdom and not to other Common-
wealth citizens, whether classified as citizens of the United King-
dom and Colonies or not.

Instead, he argued, India was the Asian Ugandans’ “true home,”
and it was therefore India that should readmit them.49 Similarly, in
a 1968 speech delivered in Eastbourne, Powell maintained that “The
West Indian or Asian does not by being born in England become an
Englishman. In law he becomes a United Kingdom citizen by birth;
in fact, he is a West Indian or Asian still.”50 Here again Powell con-
trasted the legal definition of citizenship with his constituents’ sense
of who really “belonged” to the society, and he argued that the latter
ought to take precedence over the former as the standard of true
political membership. The result was to call into question nonwhite
immigrants’ official status as full-fledged British citizens.

As in his laissez-faire economic analysis, Powell thus set society
against the state, country against crown, and set himself as the cham-
pion of the former against the latter. By linking a more nationalist
standard of political membership with neoliberal economics in this
fashion, Powell imbued the latter with new popular political appeal.
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Disraeli had once rallied the working class to the Conservative Party
with his “one nation” pro-imperial vision. Powell turned Disraeli’s
trick on its head, demonstrating that after empire, working-class
support for the Conservative Party could be recaptured using na-
tionalist appeals once again. But this time nationalism was turned
against the imperial ambitions of the Disraeli years. Ironically the
effect of this reversal was to reassert the superiority of white “Eng-
lishmen” over “black” citizens. The former were deemed true mem-
bers of society, while the latter were asserted to be only legally or
fictively so. The native white person was an “Englishman,” the non-
white immigrant at most a “United Kingdom citizen.” As for the
very sizable contingent of Irish and other white immigrants, they did
not factor in Powell’s rhetoric at all.51 Powell thereby demonstrated
that paradoxically the culmination of the Conservative Party’s long
retreat from its old imperial commitments reopened rather than fore-
closed political opportunities for the Conservatives to reclaim the
tried and true rhetorical trump cards of the imperial era. Powell’s
example thus laid the way for the Conservative reclamation of race,
which subsequently became unmistakable during Thatcher’s elec-
tion campaign of 1978–79.52 Immigration again figured prominently
in the 1979 parliamentary election campaigns.53

RIOTS IN THE CITIES, 1980–81

In the 1980s a series of violent disturbances broke out in Eng-
land’s cities. In 1980 one such incident occurred in Bristol. In 1981
the number increased to thirty-five; the most dramatic took place in
the Brixton area of London and the Toxteth area of Liverpool.54 The
riots took place in areas with unusually high proportions of minority
residents, and they were marked by incidents in which Afro-Carib-
bean youths attacked either whites—usually police officers—or
Asians—usually shopkeepers. Some observers misleadingly charac-
terized these episodes as race riots or saw them as confirmation of
existing fears of a distinctive black propensity to violent criminality
and lawlessness.55 The media, like many politicians, treated the riots
of 1981 as an un-British phenomenon in a country known for domes-
tic tranquillity and social peace.56 However, police records and other
reports pertaining to the most significant of the riots suggest that
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significant numbers of white youth also took part in several of these
incidents.57 Despite their location in the ghettoes, these incidents
may be more accurately characterized as retaliatory youth assaults
against the police than as episodes of interracial violence per se.
Nonwhites did not even constitute a majority of those arrested. Of
the approximately 4,000 people arrested in connection with the July
1981 riots, only one-third were classified as nonwhite.58 What the
rioters arrested had in common was that they were disproportion-
ately young and unemployed. Of those arrested, fully 70 percent
were 21 or younger, and nearly half were jobless.59

The fact that these riots occurred soon after Thatcher took office
is one of the strongest pieces of apparent evidence in support of the
contention that economic liberalization policies led to violent ethnic
conflict in Britain. In the aftermath of the riots, Labour MPs high-
lighted the coincidence between the summer’s unprecedented wave
of violent civil disorders and the doubling of the nation’s unemploy-
ment rate during the first two years of the Thatcher government to
just over 11 percent, the highest level in Britain since the 1930s.
Thatcher’s neoliberal economic policies and her monetarist ap-
proach to controlling inflation in particular were largely responsible
for this precipitous short-term rise.

Aside from their timing, another aspect of the riots might also
appear to confirm such an interpretation. Instances of urban violence
had proven effective in the past as a means of attracting financial
support from the central state to support social services in impover-
ished areas with relatively high proportions of minority residents.
Like the Notting Hill riot of 1958, the riots of 1980–81 attracted
needed state resources to deprived urban neighborhoods.60 The 1981
riots led to increased government attention to urban social policy
and an increased number of ethnic minority-led projects, including
projects under the auspices of the Partnership Schemes and the Ur-
ban Programmes. Funding for the Urban Programmes was increased
by just over 65 percent, and a new Youth Training Scheme run by the
Manpower Services Commission was also introduced. Funding from
private sources for projects aimed at reducing racial disadvantage in
urban areas also increased dramatically, doubling between 1981 and
1985.61 Ultimately, however, economic considerations alone cannot
fully explain the riots. There was no consistent correlation between
the severity of unemployment in particular areas and the severity of
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rioting.62 No rioting occurred at all in Glasgow and Tyneside, the two
cities with the highest unemployment rates in Britain.63 The riots of
1981 therefore cannot be explained in terms of rising levels of unem-
ployment alone.

E. P. Thompson’s work on early modern bread riots shows that
violent episodic crowd behavior was sparked by perceived injustice,
not by sheer material deprivation.64 If perceived injustice played an
essential part in motivating collective violence on the part of fam-
ished rural peasants , then on the face of it, it is not implausible that
the same might well be true of poor urban rioters. Indeed the riots
of 1981 were closely related to local tensions between law enforce-
ment officials and local youth. By some accounts, tensions with local
youth of Afro-Caribbean origin were particularly marked. Where
riots broke out, they were most serious in areas where there was a
tougher policing policy.65 Since the mid-1960s, Britain’s police forces
had became increasingly removed from the residents of the areas in
which they worked. The size of forces increased during these years,
as did the use of patrol cars, which tend to create a greater sense of
distance between police and local residents. The role of local police
committees also declined markedly. At the same time, police forces
became increasingly politicized and began to place greater emphasis
on apprehending criminals as opposed to providing general assis-
tance to the public, as they had traditionally done. This change in
emphasis led to increasing reliance on several widespread policing
practices that contributed to serious tensions with local residents.
These included extensive use of Section 4 of the 1824 Vagrancy Act,
commonly known as the “sus law.” Using the sus law, the British
police were empowered to arrest loiterers on suspicion of intention
to commit a crime. Disproportionate numbers of minority youth
were unemployed. They were therefore disproportionately apt to be
“loitering” and were commonly portrayed as potential criminals.
There was therefore no dearth of suspicious black loiterers, and the
provision was used disproportionately against them. This practice
generated ongoing tensions between younger members of ethnic mi-
nority groups and the police.66 The sus provisions of the Vagrancy
Act were abolished in 1981, but local police forces then began making
more extensive use of their authority to stop and search suspicious
people at their discretion, a practice with apparently similar effects
on police-youth relations.
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The two most dramatic riots of 1981, as noted, were in Brixton
and Toxteth.67 The events that triggered these riots, the behavior of
the rioters, and the statements of young residents (including those
who participated in the disturbances) all point to the importance of
strained relations between the police and local residents. Like the
riot of 1980 in Bristol, which was touched off by a police raid directed
at underage drinking and illegal drugs,68 both the Brixton and the
Toxteth riots were clearly triggered by conflicts between police and
local residents.

Local officers in the Toxeth area of Merseyside in Liverpool
made extensive use of their authority to stop and search “suspi-
cious” motorists and pedestrians in the months before the riot. The
practice was, if anything, even more ineffective in Brixton than in
Liverpool.69 In the aftermath of the rioting, Lord Scarman was ap-
pointed to investigate its causes and to prepare an official report
presenting his findings. The Scarman Report cited heavy-handed
policing methods as a major underlying factor contributing to the
outbreak of violence and recommended the elimination of such prac-
tices.70 While Scarman agreed that general deprivation and disad-
vantage constituted “a set of conditions which create a predisposition
toward violent protest,” he stressed that the behavior of the police
played an essential role in triggering the violence which ultimately
occurred.71

The statements and actions of those involved in the riots sup-
port Scarman’s conclusions. In the words of one observer of the riot
in Toxteth, “The mob was not all drunk, nor blind with rage. Its
members, rather, were in conscious rebellion against property and
police.”72 In the Moss Side area of Manchester, rioters attacked a
police station, throwing bricks at it and yelling, “Kill, kill, kill!” as
they set fire to police cars outside. The message was clear and simple.
As one rioter explained his involvement in the violence, “I’ve been
arrested every week. Stop, search, stop, search. I threw a couple of
bricks, hit a couple of policemen. Just getting my revenge.”73

In Liverpool the rioters’ one clear demand was for the resigna-
tion of the area’s chief constable, Kenneth Oxford. Discussing the
reasons for the anger evident in the rioting, one young resident said,
“I never expected to work, because there’s no jobs. What gets us is
the feeling that you can’t walk on the street without being picked
up.”74 Living in overcrowded tenements, children from disadvan-
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taged areas of Liverpool like Toxteth played in the streets from a
young age, and naturally they tended to congregate there with
friends.75 As the site of daily activities that cannot be carried out
elsewhere and as a gathering place for young people’s peer groups,
street space is apt to take on greater significance in areas like Toxteth
than it might in more affluent or less densely settled communities.
The restriction on the use of street space that police reliance on stop
and search tactics created was therefore apt to be particularly re-
sented. In explaining the events, one young rioter said of the police,
“They hate us, and we hate them.”76 Surprisingly Oxford himself
basically concurred in this interpretation of the riot in his district. As
he explained to the press, “This was not a race riot. Their fight was
with us.”77

The riot in Brixton began when a crowd misinterpreted the
intentions of a police officer who was apparently attempting to assist
a black man who had just been stabbed.78 The intensity of the crowd’s
reaction to this apparently minor incident becomes more compre-
hensible when considered in the context of recent events and inno-
vations in “crime prevention” policing methods used in the
neighborhood. Participants in the London rioting complained to re-
porters about the fact that after six months the police still had not
found a suspect for a fire that had killed thirteen young people at a
party in Deptford.79 Several weeks before the riots, as part of a Black
People’s Day of Action, thousands of people had participated in a
march protesting the police’s failure to catch the arsonist(s).

It was shortly after this protest that operation Swamp ’81 was
launched. Young black residents reportedly saw the operation as a
demonstration by the police that they alone controlled the streets,
not the thousands of blacks who had recently marched (through the
streets) in protest against them.80 An intensive saturation campaign,
Swamp ’81 involved deploying some 112 police officers to “flood”
designated areas of Lambeth thought to be particularly ripe for
crime. A new helicopter brought in to sweep over the playground
and chase out suspects reportedly delighted local children and un-
doubtedly made the operation a great deal noisier and more impos-
sible not to notice.81

The officers flooding Brixton also made extensive use of stop
and search powers to apprehend suspected robbers and thieves.
From 6 to 11 April alone, some 943 persons were stopped and 118
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arrests were made in conjunction with the campaign. Despite the
aggressive approach, the results were not particularly impressive
from a crime prevention standpoint. Of those stopped or arrested,
fewer than 25 were ever formally charged with theft, and fewer still
were ever convicted.82 These figures suggest that in the name of
upholding law and order, the police succeeded only in carrying out
an organized campaign of harassment against the local population.

To understand the behavior of the rioters in the disturbances, it
is essential to recognize the concentrated symbolic enactment of on-
going conflicts between police and residents over control of public
(street) space. The rioters in Brixton aimed in part to demonstrate
that their control of movement in the streets was superior to that of
the police, at least as long as the riot lasted. One reporter described
the riot:

The battle was for the power to pass along the streets. The police
would test their ability to do so by forming a phalanx behind
plastic riot-shields, advancing a block, and stopping with no-
where to go until the order came to go back again. The rioters,
knowing the area far better, would greet the advance with a
shower of missiles, sprint round the block, and appear again at
the other end of the street to meet the phalanx coming back. It
became a ritual.83

By this description, the behavior of the rioters appears as a coher-
ently choreographed display of their superior ability to move, and
to control movement, about the neighborhood streets. The rioters
were described here as literally pushing the police around. Despite
its ritual quality, if this was a reprisal against the authorities who
had been pushing around Brixton’s young residents, both the fact
and the form of the rioters’ retaliation were quite physical and lit-
eral. The behavior of the police for which the rioters retaliated was
also literally that of controlling and restricting their targets’ move-
ment about the streets. The riots were not just inarticulate acts of
misdirected rage against poverty. They are better understood as po-
litical conflicts about access to, control over, and free movement
within public space. That is, they were violent conflicts over citizen-
ship. However, to appreciate the stakes of the riots in this sense,
citizenship must be understood in terms of the entitlement to public
presence and influence in shaping the terms of collective life. Such
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entitlement and influence is constituted and expressed through so-
cial and institutional practices, not simply in terms of the formal
rights contingent upon official nationality.

RENEWED MARGINALIZATION OF RACIAL CONFLICT IN BRITISH
NATIONAL POLITICS: THE SUCCESS AND LIMITS OF A

CLASSIC LIBERAL POLITICAL RESOLUTION

WANING POPULAR INTEREST IN RACE AND IMMIGRATION ISSUES

Asked on the eve and the day of the 1983 national elections
which issues had influenced their choice of candidates, only one
percent of voters surveyed designated immigration as having been
a relevant concern.84 While the results of such surveys are inherently
imperfect, the contrast with the levels of popular concern exhibited
in surveys of the 1960s and 1970s is nonetheless dramatic and un-
mistakable. By 1986 grassroots interest in immigration within the
Conservative Party was also in decline.85

DECLINE OF THE FAR RIGHT

During the 1980s the far right seemed to be on the rise on the
European continent. By contrast, in Britain it was clearly in decline,
having peaked in 1976 and subsequently receded. On the face of it,
this decline was surprising, especially given the record levels of un-
employment in Britain during the 1980s.86 The major reason for the
far right’s unusually poor fortunes in Britain during the 1980s was
the rise of the Conservative New Right and its abandonment of post-
war consensus politics in favor of Thatcherism.

Thatcher’s election to office spelled disaster for the far right as
the Conservative Party captured their supporters. As one commen-
tator put it, “The NF . . . was utterly side-swiped by the advent of
Thatcherism.” The NF’s attacks on Thatcher’s appointment of Jews
to her cabinet were not enough to keep most far-right supporters on
board. Given Thatcher’s initial tough stance on immigration and the
overall stridency of her political style, the far right was left with little
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basis on which to distinguish itself from the center right in terms that
would appeal to disgruntled working-class voters.87

More surprisingly, Thatcher ’s election had a similarly dampen-
ing effect upon the influence of the Monday Club and its extremist
anti-immigration demands within the Conservative Party. In the
wake of the Monday Club’s loss of influence, new anti-immigration
organizations emerged within the party, but they proved much less
cohesive than the Monday Club and exerted little influence.88 Indeed
by 1986 a new intraparty consensus on immigration had apparently
emerged. The party was by then remarkably united behind the new
status quo. The influence of far-right cliques within the party had
been greatly eroded, and liberals within the party had come to accept
existing immigration controls as a necessary measure to preserve
harmonious race relations.89 The late 1980s thus resembled the late
1960s and early 1970s in that race and particularly Commonwealth
immigration restrictions were again removed from active political
debate. However, the late 1980s differed from earlier years in that
this time popular concerns regarding race and immigration were not
simply shunted from the political arena for fear of activating intra-
party divisions. Instead a real consensus was apparently established.

MORE RIOTS IN 1985

The decline of racial politics and far right parties did not, how-
ever, restore lasting social harmony to disadvantaged urban areas.
Despite signs that racial tensions were ebbing at the national politi-
cal level, rioting in England’s major cities nonetheless recurred. In
1985 there were three major riots: in Handsworth (Birmingham), in
Brixton (London), and in Tottenham.90 Like the 1981 riots, the riots
of 1985 all took place in areas characterized by high levels of social
and economic disadvantage.91 As in 1981, however, tensions between
youth and the police, not poverty per se or frustration with state
withdrawal from society, played a key role in touching off each of
the riots.

In July 1985 some seventy local youths in Handsworth started
a riot which resulted in looting and in the burning of police cars. Less
than two months later, violence again broke out, this time on a larger
scale, culminating in four deaths and the burning of some forty-five
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buildings in Lozells Road. The resulting damages were estimated at
£2 million.92

The context in which violence emerged was one of rampant
unemployment and cuts in social expenditures. Handsworth was an
especially impoverished area of Birmingham. The fundamental
cause of deprivation in the area was the long-term decline of the
British automobile industry, the former mainstay of the city’s econ-
omy. As the industry declined between 1978 and 1984 and new
sources of employment failed to develop, Birmingham lost a third of
its manufacturing jobs, resulting in extremely high levels of unem-
ployment in the city’s least fortunate districts, particularly among
younger members of ethnic minority groups. In 1984, four months
after leaving school at age 16, 95 percent of Handsworth’s black
school leavers and 84 percent of their Asian counterparts remained
jobless.93 Surveying the damage in the aftermath of the riot, Clare
Shorts, MP for Handsworth’s Ladywood constituency, asserted that
it could be “explained in three words: employment, employment,
employment.”94 The effects of unemployment were compounded by
expenditure cuts that reduced funds available for community pro-
jects to a grossly inadequate level. In the wake of these cuts and the
abolition of the West Midlands Metropolitan Council, the “future
viability of the scores of voluntary projects in the area [was thrown]
seriously into doubt.”95

There had been a history of cooperative community-police re-
lations in this area. Given this history, the New Statesman argued that
cuts in state funds for community development projects, not policing
policies, were the essential cause of the violence. As one reporter put
it succinctly, “Take away the funds that prop up the tottering com-
munities, and that’s that for community policing.” An explanation
of the violence that centers on policing policy is also counterintuitive
given that the riot broke out the very morning after a local carnival
supported largely by the police as part of their acclaimed commu-
nity-based approach in Handsworth.96 It should be noted, however,
that the superintendent supportive of community policing policies
was replaced in April 1985, just three months before the first distur-
bance in the area. Following his replacement, local police began to
crack down on illegal behavior that had previously been tolerated.
The crackdown resulted in a series of raids which in turn heightened
tensions between the police force and the local community.97

Muting Interethnic Conflict in Post-Imperial Britain  457



The events immediately responsible for triggering the Septem-
ber riot suggest that police-community relations problems did play
a significant role in provoking the riot, the area’s community polic-
ing history notwithstanding. The riot immediately followed the ar-
rest of a young black man outside of a local pub for an alleged
parking violation. The arrest came in the context of a crackdown on
drug dealing outside the pub. Police in the area had been understood
to be “soft” on marijuana-related offenses, as well as on parking
violations.98

Once the riot started, the violence took on the character of a
conflict between local black residents and Asian shopkeepers. Most
of the violence took the form of attacks by blacks on the cars and
shops of local Asian merchants.99 Rioters left black-owned estab-
lishments in the same area conspicuously untouched, and they did
not damage public buildings in the area. Only one window of the
local school was broken, and the area’s new recreation center was
left undamaged.100 The pattern of looting and burning suggests that
tensions between blacks and Asians played a greater role in shaping
the behavior of the rioters than local leaders cared to acknowledge.
Nonetheless, it should be noted that such tensions were not what set
off the riot in Handsworth. Resentment against a police action that
appeared unfair given established local norms was.

The same was true of the riot that occurred in Brixton soon
thereafter.101 As in the case of the 1981 riots, blacks were not the sole
participants in the night’s violence. Rather, black and white residents
alike took part.102 Caution is therefore in order in interpreting the
violence in Brixton as a “race riot.” The riot was one of local residents
in an area with a high proportion of minority residents, and it was
directed against the area’s police force.

In a scenario strikingly similar to that in Brixton, the 1985 riot
at the Broadwater Farm Estate in Tottenham was provoked by the
death of a black woman during an unauthorized search of her
house.103 Like Handsworth, Tottenham had enjoyed relatively cor-
dial relations between police officers and community residents. The
chief superintendent of police, Colin Crouch, was a strong advocate
of community policing. Rank and file officers, however, proved re-
sistant to the restraint that Crouch’s philosophy demanded. During
the week prior to the riot, a stop and search operation was set up at
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the entrance to the housing project.104 The resulting riot was the most
serious to take place that year.105

As in the case of the other disturbances of the late summer and
early fall, the riot was perceived and presented in the press as having
a clear racial aspect. Thus according to the usual pattern, the distur-
bance was interpreted as a race riot because of its location in a pre-
dominantly black neighborhood and because of the ethnically based
targeting of attacks that appears to have shaped the violence that
unfolded.106 However, tensions between local residents and the police,
not ethnic tensions that emerged in the wake of the state’s withdrawal
from social relations in the interest of economic liberalization, were
clearly what triggered the disturbance. As for the violence that oc-
curred in Toxteth, Liverpool, on 30 September, it too was provoked
by the same kinds of tensions between community residents and the
police force that had touched off violence in other areas.107 These riots
arose neither from poverty per se nor state absence, but rather from
conflicts and perceived injustices associated with active state efforts
to reduce local crime and disorder.

The exclusive preoccupation of many observers with socioeco-
nomic forms of deprivation in the riot-prone areas has encouraged
them to overlook specifically political forms of deprivation in these
areas. It has long been argued that political violence and civil disor-
der are apt to emerge where political institutionalization fails to keep
pace with political mobilization.108 It should therefore be noted that
areas where the major riots occurred were characterized by not only
high levels of poverty and social disadvantage, but also low levels
of integration into effective representative institutions. As Benyon
points out, life in these violence-prone neighborhoods afforded resi-
dents “few institutions, opportunities, and resources for articulating
grievances and for bringing pressure to bear on those with political
power.”109 Media reports of the riot in Handsworth similarly noted
the “absence of any political power for such communities.”110 Sig-
nificantly, although complaints about police misconduct were fre-
quent in these areas and were a major focus of the demands of the
autonomous black organizations that emerged in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, complaints by community residents on this score did not
suffice to change local policing practices.111

Paradoxically perhaps, the lack of channels for effective politi-
cal expression and representation in these communities did not re-
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sult from the weakness of the central state in relation to these com-
munities. In fact, it was the central state itself that abolished local
governments in London and Handsworth, where some of the most
serious rioting took place. Furthermore, the ability of local authori-
ties to fill the gaps left by cuts in central state provision were limited
through rate-capping, a restriction imposed on local authorities by
the central state.112 The declining power and influence of Britain’s
labor unions in the wake of Thatcher ’s defeat of the National Union
of Mineworkers (NUM) strike of 1984–85 may logically be expected
to have further diminished the availability of institutional channels
for the collective expression of grievances. Union channels may have
been particularly significant to Britain’s minority residents. As Al-
bert Hirschman has suggested, where official channels do not make
“voice” a viable option, dissatisfaction may instead be expressed
through “exit.”113 Unemployed residents of housing projects like
Broadwater Farm Estate, however, are unlikely to “exit” for the sim-
ple reason that they may have nowhere else to go. In this context,
violent forms of extra-institutional political expression like the riots
of 1981 and 1985 are not entirely surprising.

CONCLUSION

Interethnic conflict has never been as severe, prolonged, or vio-
lent in Britain as it has been in many other countries. However, as
an unusually clear case of reliance on widely accepted liberal politi-
cal wisdom in the management of interethnic relations, recent British
history reveals the virtues and limitations of such an approach with
exceptional clarity. Interethnic political conflict and violent social
disorder in postwar Britain have risen and fallen entirely inde-
pendently of changes in legal criteria for nationality and voting
rights. A remnant of imperial paternalist ambitions, British law vis-
à-vis New Commonwealth immigrants was extremely liberal in this
regard. New Commonwealth immigrants enjoyed the status of U.K.
citizens and were therefore free to emigrate to England without re-
striction until 1962 and continued to benefit from liberal access to
voting rights thereafter.
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Nonetheless, developments in 1960s and 1970s Britain had
much in common with more recent developments in Germany,
where minorities’ access to national citizenship was much more re-
stricted.114 Both witnessed many of the same developments: the
short-lived rise of new far right parties, competitive politicization of
nonwhite immigration, attempted promulgation of ethnic national-
ism, and violent attacks on foreigners residing on national territory.
Moreover, the political sequence underlying these developments in
each case was quite similar. Given that Britain’s attribution of citi-
zenship to its nonwhite immigrants was exceptionally liberal, while
German law has been exceptionally restrictive in this regard, an ap-
proach to citizenship and immigration politics that looks beyond
legal nationality and its comparative accessibility is clearly in order.

The vicissitudes of post-imperial British racial politics also
point to the need to transcend the statutory approach to citizenship.
In order to account for the apparent paradox of recurrent urban
violence and social disorder in the context of an otherwise appar-
ently successful liberal political approach to the muting and margi-
nalization of social tensions associated with immigration, a thicker
approach to belonging is in order. Citizenship is a legal label that
confers a bundle of rights and duties, but it should also be under-
stood as a matter of real entitlement to public presence and influence
as regulated and enforced by social and institutional norms and
practices. The realization of citizenship therefore depends on factors
other than formal nationality and voting rights. As Britain’s recent
urban riots suggest, viable democratic supportive institu-
tions—from policing policy to local government—are also essential
to citizenship and social integration, of which the integration of mi-
norities or immigrants is but one aspect. The possession of the po-
litical rights linked to citizenship does not guarantee that civil rights,
usually thought of as anterior to voting rights and less exclusive in
their application, are realized in daily practice. To understand the
riots of 1981 and 1985, one must appreciate that centuries after the
freeing of peasants from their estates, even voters with national citi-
zenship may not be free, practically speaking, to move freely within,
much less beyond, their own urban neighborhoods. Comparative
research on citizenship and interethnic relations needs to look be-
yond the law to the social and institutional norms and practices that
shape minorities’ lived sense of entitlement, public presence, and
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influence. Voting rights matter, but formal political rights alone can-
not be treated as a proxy for effective social trust, practical accep-
tance, and the lived sense of full membership conducive to social
integration and lasting reduction of violent social conflict.
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IDENTITY (TRANS)FORMATION AMONG
BULGARIAN MUSLIMS

Maria Todorova

This chapter analyzes identity formation among Bulgarian Mus-
lims—Pomaks—especially since 1989, and it assesses the ways in
which institutional structures in Bulgaria have mitigated against the
rise of a politicized Pomak identity and muted ethnic conflict. In the
case of the Bulgarian Muslims, political entrepeneurs who sought to
use identity politics to mobilize support have had few tangible re-
sources to offer in exchange. This is primarily because there was
virtually no institutional basis for the politicization of Pomak cultural
identity. In the historical process of nation-building, the marker for
national identity became language rather than religion in Bulgaria.
Bulgarian Muslims’ religious “difference” from their Christian coun-
terparts has proven insufficiently distinctive to permit the rise of a
Pomak political identity. Nonetheless, recent events have shifted the
balance of power and resources, allowing both for a potential for
conflict to occur in the future and for observers to witness the process
of political identity-formation in action.

The use of the term Muslim in the Bulgarian context needs
precise elaboration. It is used as an ascriptive concept, comprising
both religious Muslims and the large group of secular individuals
recognizable as “Muslim” through names, kinship ties, rituals, etc.
In terms of ethnolinguistic groups, the largest among them is the
group of ethnic Turks, followed by Bulgarian-speaking Muslims and
Muslim gypsies. There are also some confessional nuances between
the dominant Sunni majority and a small Shi’ite (Kizilbas) minority.
This paper will confine itself to the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims,
further referred to as Bulgarian Muslims or Pomaks.1

The first part of this chapter discusses the historical back-
ground of identity-formation in the larger Balkan setting and out-
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lines the development of the Bulgarian Muslim population until the
end of the 1980s. This background is essential for understanding the
particular mechanisms of (national) identity-formation in the region,
as well as the articulation of claims and interests which invariably
evoke those historical precedents or arguments that politicize cul-
tural identity. The following sections analyze internal and external
factors influencing the formation of a politicized cultural identity
and the factors leading to cultural conflict suggested by the propo-
sitions that comprise the analytic framework of this volume. I exam-
ine the influence of domestic political institutions—political parties
and organizations—in articulating interests and charging group
identities. I also look at cultural and psychological ingredients: the
role of language, religion, and education in affirming or transform-
ing identities, as well as the workings of ethnic hierarchies and
stereotypes. Further, I examine the process of economic liberaliza-
tion in Bulgaria after the collapse of communism. That is, I look at
the direct repercussions of the cataclysmic transformations in the
overall economy on different ethnic/confessional groups and the
possible link between perceived economic interests and individual
identity, group identity, and loyalty. The external factors comprise
aspects of regional and global security, as well as foreign political
and economic pressures. In particular, I explore how the prospects
for regionalization (particularly in relation to Turkey) directly affect
political formations and group interests and thus (indirectly) identi-
ties. This also poses the question of the economy as part of national
security, as it has been increasingly interpreted today. In this general
framework I explore the concrete case of the Bulgarian Muslims as
an intermediate group caught halfway between and claimed by both
opposing poles.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The existence of Muslim enclaves in the Balkans is the direct
legacy of five centuries of Ottoman rule over the peninsula. The
fundamental consequence of the establishment of the Pax Ottomana
in the Balkans was the abolition of state and feudal frontiers, some-
thing which facilitated or enhanced population movements and the
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interpenetration of different population groups within a vast terri-
tory. Although there are no reliable aggregate figures on population
shifts before the nineteenth century, attempts have been made to
assess the character and effects of these movements. The chief histo-
riographical controversy centers on explanations for the sizable
Muslim population in the Balkans: colonization versus conversion
theory.2 Whereas there were significant population transfers from
Anatolia to the Balkans between the fourteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries, by the sixteenth century this settler colonization process had
stopped, and yet the percentage of Muslims in the region continued
to grow (albeit staying in the minority). This suggests that in fact
there were a great number of personal conversions to Islam among
the non-Muslim populations of the Balkans. The nonenforced or so-
called voluntary conversions can be viewed as the result of indirect
pressure or coercion (economic and social, but not necessarily ad-
ministrative), with the goal of attaining social recategorization. It is,
moreover, the individual and predominantly single character of
these conversions which explains the fact that integration into the
new religious (and social) milieu was accompanied with a sub-
sequent loss of the native tongue. The exceptions are the cases where
these conversions occurred en masse in larger or smaller groups, ir-
respective of whether they were voluntary or enforced: Bosnia, Al-
bania, the Rhodope Mountains region (the Pomaks), Macedonia (the
Torbeshi), etc.

The outcome of the debate between the colonization and con-
version theories, as well as about the mechanisms of conversion,
would have been of merely academic significance were it not for the
fact that practically all recent attempts at dealing with minority
problems (assimilation, emigration, resistance to these policies,
propaganda, etc.) are being legitimized by means of this historical
experience. It also serves as a base for opposing claims advanced by
different political actors at present.3

The most substantial changes in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries occurred as a result of the secession of the Balkan
nation-states from the Ottoman Empire. The massive emigrations
triggered by political circumstances were atypical for the rest of
Europe at the time, to be surpassed only by the events of World War
II.4 Despite these drastic population shifts, not a single one among
the Balkan countries achieved the cherished ideal characteristics of
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the nineteenth- and twentieth-century European nation-state: ethnic
and religious homogeneity. All Balkan countries (Turkey inclusive)
resorted to similar solutions in trying to solve their minority prob-
lems in the new context: (forced) emigration and assimilation. The
failure of these policies and the subsequently unresolved minority
issues are essentially the sources of existing and potential crisis
points in the Balkans: Bosnia, Macedonia, Kosovo, Transylvania,
Thrace.

Turning specifically to the case of Bulgaria, we see that in many
ways the institutional legacies of Ottoman rule and the development
of the modern nation-state have created conditions similar to those
found throughout the Balkans—with an important exception: al-
though relations between Bulgarian Christians and Bulgarian Mus-
lims have at times been quite bloody, today the potential for renewed
conflict seems relatively low in relation to what can be found in other
parts of the region. To understand how this is so, we need to under-
stand the particularities of the case.

The Pomaks inhabit several regions of Bulgaria but are concen-
trated as a compact mass almost entirely in the Rhodope Mountains,
where they have practiced their traditional occupations—mostly
animal husbandry, but also agriculture—for centuries.5 The process
of their conversion to Islam has been gradual and protracted and,
despite some excellent research, impossible to reconstruct in all its
details and historical depth. The historiography which traces the
gradual process of Islamization of the local Christian inhabitants
from Ottoman registers beginning in the sixteenth century is the
most convincing from a scholarly point of view.6 Its conclusions are
well corroborated by the daily and active coexistence between Bul-
garian Christians and Muslims, who in some cases keep memories
of their kinship alive.7 At the same time, there is a whole body of
journalistic and partly academic literature which has built on folk
legends and insists on the abrupt, violent mass conversion of the
population in the second half of the seventeenth century. Despite the
profound intellectual and ideological strain between these two ex-
planations, they interface on one point: that the converts were part
of the already consolidated Bulgarian ethnic group and that by con-
verting to Islam, their conscious Bulgarian ethnicity was weakened
or completely obliterated. Against this, Greek historiography, hav-
ing to deal with a Pomak presence in its own part of the Rhodopes,
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has promoted a theory that they are Slavic-speaking Muslims of
Greek (or Hellenized Thracian) origins.8 Finally, some Turkish works
(clearly on the outside margins of scholarship but widely used as
political propaganda) advance the thesis, already dominant in the
Kurdish case, that the Pomaks are “mountain Turks.”9 Again, all
these theories could be simply treated as illustrations of historio-
graphic and ideological trends were it not for their immediate role
in legitimizing identity claims.

As a whole, the literature dealing with relations between Bul-
garian Christians and Muslims in the Ottoman period is unanimous
on the point that there had been a remarkably well-developed mo-
dus vivendi of coexistence, something which was preserved in the
subsequent period on the local level and in everyday life. It seems
that beginning in the first half of the nineteenth century, with the
economic advance and cultural revival of the Bulgarian Christians
and the development of a national consciousness among them, the
latent opposition between the two confessional groups was gradu-
ally transformed into open hostility.10 The culmination of this an-
tagonism came with the secession of Bulgaria from the Ottoman
Empire, following the April uprising of 1876 and the ensuing Russo-
Turkish war of 1877–78. The April 1876 uprising was ruthlessly sup-
pressed, provoking European public opinion to deal with the
Bulgarian horrors. This aspect of the Eastern crisis is well known and
researched in the historical literature. What is less known, and reluc-
tantly dealt with, is the fact that Bulgarian-speaking Muslims took
an active part in the squelching of the uprising and committed un-
speakable brutalities. This provoked the retaliation of the Christians
in 1878 with the advance of the Russian armies, and a substantial
part of the Pomaks emigrated to the confines of the Ottoman Empire,
refusing to live under the rule of the giaours (a derogatory term for
non-Muslims, particularly Christians). Many took part in the so-
called “Rhodope mutiny,” an organized counterattack of the Otto-
man armed forces and the Muslim population of the Rhodopes
(Turks and Pomaks), headed by the former British consul in Varna
and Burgas and volunteer officer in the Ottoman army, Saint Clair,
with the active support of the British embassy in Constantinople.
With the dismemberment of the country into what came to be called
San Stefano Bulgaria after the peace treaty between Russia and the
Ottoman Empire in March 1878, the Rhodope region was included
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in the province of Eastern Rumelia, which was to be ruled by a
Christian dignitary. About twenty Pomak villages refused to recog-
nize this authority, forming the so-called “Pomak republic.” This
lasted for about eight years until 1886, when, one year after the
unification of the Bulgarian principality with Eastern Rumelia, the
frontier with the Ottoman Empire was finally demarcated and these
villages were included in the Ottoman Empire until the Balkan
wars.11

The alienation of the Bulgarian-speaking Muslim population
was compounded by the fact that the newly created Bulgarian na-
tion-state did not attempt to integrate it but instead treated it as
indistinguishable from the larger Muslim group. Thus in all censuses
of the late nineteenth century (1880, 1885, 1888) the Bulgarian-speak-
ing Muslims were entered under the heading “Turks.” It was only in
the 1905 census that a separate group—“Pomaks”—appeared.12 Dur-
ing the 1920s and especially during the 1930s a sustained campaign
began in the press urging public opinion to discriminate between
religious and ethnic allegiance and to accept the Pomaks as part of
the Bulgarian nation. This idea was most intensely espoused by the
small educated elite among the Pomaks (principally teachers) who
strove to elevate the economic and cultural level of their group and
to rescue it from its ever-growing marginalization.

In 1937 the organization Rodina (Motherland) was formed. Its
principal aim was to foster a Bulgarian ethnic consciousness among
the Bulgarian Muslims. Its activities covered mostly the Central and
Western Rhodopes; it proved unsuccessful in the Eastern Rhodopes.
In the course of seven years the organization introduced Bulgarian-
language worship in the mosques, translated the Qur’an into Bulgar-
ian, created a Bulgarian Muslim establishment separate from the
Turkish, and promoted the creation of a local elite by enrolling Bul-
garian Muslims into secondary and higher education estab-
lishments. It also attempted to reform everyday life by casting away
the traditional costume, improving the lot of women, and ceasing
the practice of circumcision.13 Most important, in 1942 it embarked
on a campaign to change the names of the Bulgarian Muslims to
Bulgarian, although not Christian, names. It has been estimated that
by September 1944, two-thirds of the Pomak population in the Cen-
tral Rhodopes had changed their names.14 Immediately after the war,
Rodina was dissolved on the grounds of being a nationalistic Bul-
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garian, reactionary, and racist organization. The Muslim names of
the population were restored by 1945.15

The Rodina movement of the 1930s and 1940s was regarded as
a revival (vîzrazhdane) of the lost ethnic/national consciousness of the
Bulgarian Muslim converts. This very concept and the accompany-
ing discourse, as well as the geographic span and the character of its
activities, is very important to keep in mind when considering the
obvious continuities with later assimilation campaigns directed at
the Pomaks (in the 1960s and 1970s), and the internationally much
publicized campaign directed at the Turks in the latter half of the
1980s. Although the activities of Rodina are less than controversial
and its assessments even more so, ranging from limitless idealization
to complete repudiation, the substance of its efforts, the evaluative
element aside, can be seen as an attempt to bridge existing religious
boundaries through linguistic unity and to replace or at least subor-
dinate the heretofore dominant religious identity by ethnic/national
consciousness.16 In other words, Rodina served to usher the Bulgar-
ian Muslims from one set of institutional norms derived from Otto-
man rule stressing religious affiliation to a new set of norms more in
keeping with the modern, language-based notions of identity pro-
moted by the contemporary Bulgarian nation-state. At least in its
initial conception, it was essentially a grassroots effort (despite the
utilization sometimes of questionable methods and although it soon
came to be used by the authorities) to blend a minority with the
dominant majority and thus acquire the mechanisms of vertical mo-
bility.

Insofar as the complex ethnic and religious diversity is a conti-
nuity from the Ottoman period, it would seem at first glance that we
are faced simply with the workings of the Ottoman legacy (both in
its specifics and as an imperial legacy in general). Yet the issue be-
comes more complex when taking into account the different and
competing ways of shaping group consciousness in general and eth-
nic and national consciousness in particular. Nationalism in the Bal-
kans in the nineteenth century was constructed primarily around
linguistic and religious identities. Language was perceived by prac-
tically all national and cultural leaders as the mightiest agent of
unification. The efforts of the new states centered on the creation of
secularized, centralized, and uniform educational systems as one of
the most powerful agents of nationalism, alongside the army and
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other institutions. Yet this very emphasis on the unifying potential
of language stressed at the same time its exclusiveness and the rigid-
ity of the ethnic boundaries it delineated. This precluded the inte-
gration (except in the cases of assimilation) of different linguistic
groups into a single nation.

Moreover, not only did groups of different linguistic back-
ground from the dominant ethnic group in the nation-state prove
impossible to integrate; so also did groups of identical ethnic back-
ground and speakers of the same (or dialects of the same) language,
like the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims, the Slavic Bosnian Muslims,
the Torbeshi in Macedonia, etc. These cases invoke the general prob-
lem of religion as a political boundary, that of the Balkan Muslims
in particular. Despite the fact that language indeed had become the
nucleus of different ethnic and national identities among the Balkan
Christians (Orthodox for the most part), it could not raze the funda-
mental boundary between Muslims and Christians that had been
established during the centuries of Ottoman rule. The reason for this
was not, as the great bulk of Balkan and foreign historiography
maintains, the fact that Orthodoxy played a major and crucial role
in nation-building.17 In fact, “religion came last in the struggle to
forge new national identities” and in some cases “did not become a
functional element in national definition until the nation-states had
nationalized their churches.”18 It never could be a sufficient compo-
nent of national self-identity, and even in the national struggles its
primary contribution was to strengthen the opposition to the Muslim
rulers.19 Within the Orthodox ecumene, the process of nation-build-
ing demonstrated “the essential incompatibility between the imag-
ined community of religion and the imagined community of the
nation.”20

This does not mean that the religious boundary between Chris-
tianity and Islam was the only divider. Clearly the different Christian
denominations, and particularly the opposition between Orthodoxy
and Catholicism, presented additional frontiers of tension. Yet these
frontiers did not prove as insurmountable.21 Ironically Balkan na-
tionalism, which irrevocably destroyed the imagined community of
Orthodox Christianity, managed to preserve a frozen, unchangeable
and stultifyingly uniform image of the Muslim community and con-
sistently dealt with it in millet terms. In other words, the Christian
populations of the Balkans began speaking, among themselves, the
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language of nationalism, whereas their attitudes toward the Mus-
lims remained in the realm of the undifferentiated religious commu-
nities discourse. Here we see a case of overlapping and conflicting
institutional legacies. A modern set of institutional norms is juxta-
posed with an older but structurally determined set of institutional
practices. A manifestation of this Christian attitude was the continu-
ous and indiscriminate use of the name “Turk” to refer to Muslims
in general, a practice still alive in many parts of the Balkans.22

On the other hand, it could be maintained that as a whole, the
Balkan Muslims, because they could not adapt to the national mode
and were practically excluded from the process of nation-formation
in the Balkans, retained a fluid consciousness which for a longer time
displayed the characteristics of a millet mentality, and thus the bear-
ing of the Ottoman legacy. This does not mean that Islam—or for that
matter religion—became an alternative form of national conscious-
ness.23 In fact, it did not. In the reality of an independent Bulgarian
nation-state after 1878 with Orthodox Christianity as the official re-
ligion, it meant, however, that Muslims were marginalized in the
face of a sphere which proved to be exclusionary to them.

The Turks within the Muslim sphere were the first to shed the
millet identity and, to a great extent under the influence of the
development of Turkish nationalism in neighboring Turkey but also
favored by the significant degree of cultural autonomy in the first
decades after World War II, develop an ethnic consciousness. This
did not happen with the Pomaks. There had never been homogene-
ity within the Muslim sphere. The Bulgarian Muslims had been
viewed as an inferior category not only by the Bulgarian Christians,
but, because of the lack of Turkish as their language, also by the
Turks. Intermarriages between the two Muslim groups have been
extremely rare. At the same time, it should be acknowledged that
the articulation of the inferior status of the Pomaks (in the first case
because they allegedly espoused an “inferior” religion, in the second
because they did not master a “superior” language) is the rationali-
zation of a social opposition, a reflection of the antagonisms be-
tween mountain and valley populations, between a mostly pastoral
versus a mostly sedentary agrarian culture, and later of the isolation
of a particularly confined agricultural group within a rapidly indus-
trializing society.
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In short, historically virtually all attempts to politicize Pomak
cultural identity failed. Because language and not religion became
the national identity marker, Pomaks became Bulgarians, stifling
separatist impulses. At the same time, as we shall see in more detail
below, Pomaks were marginalized in Bulgarian society and made to
feel inferior, despite formal institutional attempts to integrate them
into the “nation.” That marginalization would later make them vul-
nerable to attempts by political entrepreneurs to mobilize them for
political action by politicizing their group identity.

ASCRIPTIVE IDENTITY AND SELF-IDENTITY

The current terms used in both the scholarly literature and the
press to denote the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims—pomatsi (Pomaks)
and bîlgaromohamedani (Bulgaro-Mohammedans—i.e., Bulgarian
Muslims)—are ascriptive and as a whole are avoided by the group
they designate.24 It seems that the term Pomak was used in public
discourse for one of the first times when it attracted the attention of
Vassil Aprilov, a wealthy Bulgarian merchant and important figure
of the Bulgarian cultural revival during the nineteenth century. In
his Odessa-based newspaper Denitsa na novobîlgarskoto obrazovanie
(The morning star of modern Bulgarian education), Aprilov wrote in
1841 about

Bulgarians who profess the Mohammedan faith. . . . In their fam-
ily circle and with other Bulgarians they speak the Bulgarian lan-
guage and Turkish with the Greeks and with the Turks. Their
personal names are also Turkish. . . . All of their Turkified breth-
ren the Bulgarians call Pomaks, the meaning of which I have not
found out yet.25

This quote is not only one of the earliest documentations of the term,
but also aptly illustrates an important element which has persisted
ever since: the conjunction of Turks with Muslims (the Islamized
Bulgarians are Turkified; they have Turkish, not Muslim, names).

Three decades later Felix Kanitz, the famous author of “Donau-
Bulgarien und der Balkan,” not only gave a valuable description of
the “moslemisch-bulgarishen Pomaci,” but also offered an etymology
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of the term. It derived, according to him, from the verb pomoci (to
help), as they were considered helpers of the Turks.26 The folk ety-
mologies of the local Christians proposed other meanings. They de-
rived from pomamvam, pomamil se (being cheated, duped), pometnal
se (betrayed, abandoned), and even pomiya (garbage), but all were
without any exception pejorative.27

Pomak was not the only, and not even the main, designation.
More common as an outside designation was the term akhryani. Its
etymology is deduced from either the Greek for worthless, awkward,
rough, wicked, or else a bastardized version of Agarenes, descen-
dants of Hagar, a common pejorative for the Muslims in the Middle
Ages, but reserved for the Bulgarian Muslims in the later period. In
the case of the Greek etymology, an interesting attempt has been
made to stress its ancient origins, pointing not at an ethnic but at a
socioeconomic antagonism: the binary opposition mountain/valley
paralleling the ancient opposition barbarity/civilization.28

The term Bulgaro-Mohammedans is a literary appellative
which today is the one almost exclusively utilized by academics and
journalists. Its origins can be traced to the end of the nineteenth
century, when it appeared in scholarly works emphasizing the Bul-
garian ethnic character of this population.29 By the 1930s and 1940s
it was accepted by many educated Pomaks as a neutral term which
was to replace the existing pejoratives. As expressed in a letter from
one of the leaders of Rodina, Svetoslav Dukhovnikov at that time
müfti of Smolyan, at present müfti of Plovdiv, reporting on the ac-
tivities of his organization,

We stopped calling ourselves “Pomaks,” “Akhryans,” etc. and
adopted the designation “Bulgaro-Mohammedans,” which was
accepted in the administration and in scholarship.30

Another young imam, Mehmet Dervishev, declared at the time:

By religion, we are Muslims, but this does not prevent us at all
from being Bulgarians. Religion should not divide nations be-
cause what distinguishes nations from one another is language
and blood.31

Arif Beyski, another activist of the Rodina movement, thus summa-
rized the relationship between ethnicity and religion:
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The Muslim religion which we profess does not prevent us from
feeling Bulgarian in the least. . . . We are Bulgarians according to
ethnicity and Muslims according to religion! . . . Being Muslim
does not at all mean that we are Turks. For if we are to judge
ethnicity by faith, then we would have to be called Arabs because
Mohammed, our prophet and the founder of the Muslim religion,
was not a Turk but an Arab. . . . However, we are not Arabs, but
we are whites and of the Slavic race. It is clear to us as daylight
that religion cannot determine ethnicity. One religion can com-
prise many ethnicities, and there can be many faiths within one
nation. It is the language which determines ethnicity and divides
nations into separate states. It is language which draws bounda-
ries between nations. Examples abound. Here Greece and Roma-
nia profess the same religion as Bulgaria, but it is language which
distinguishes them. . . . How can it be otherwise when there are
only five main religions in the world but there are over 70 differ-
ent nations and states. . . . So I ask those of my coreligionists,
Bulgarian Mohammedans, who by an inexcusable delusion call
themselves Turks simply because they have received their faith
from the Turks, what is the reason for that?32

This is not merely a document of the 1940s which presents the ideas
of the Rodina ideologues but the quintessence of the official argu-
ment claiming the Bulgarian Muslims as part of the Bulgarian (eth-
nic) nation. It is also espoused today by adherents among the
Bulgarian Muslims of an integration process with the mainstream
Bulgarian population (i.e., Christian by religion or name). As such,
it is a pertinent illustration of the attempt to redefine self-identity
by appropriating the mechanism of political identity-formation of
the dominant group—i.e., a national and therefore political con-
sciousness constructed primarily around linguistic identity. As the
present chairman of the Rhodope Union, Branko Davidov, put it:

I consider myself a Bulgarian. Some circles do not want to see the
Bulgaro-Mohammedans as Bulgarians and do all they can to de-
tach them from their ethnic roots. If the Turks harbor the illusion
of salvation in their fatherland, our fatherland is here. Our mother
tongue is Bulgarian. . . . The boundary of a nation is its language.
Why should the Bulgarian Mohammedans feel emigrant in their
own fatherland?33
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This feeling is particularly strong in the Central Rhodopes (es-
pecially the Smolyan district). According to the observations of local
leaders and intellectuals, the majority of the local Pomaks in the
town of Smolyan feel that they are Bulgarians. This feeling seems
especially intense among Pomak women, who categorically refuse
to change back to Muslim names, an opportunity provided by the
reversal of assimilation politics at the end of December 1989. These
women fear that a change to Muslim names will mean a concomitant
encroachment on their position.34 It is symptomatic that this position
is most strongly espoused in the regions where the traditions of the
Rodina movement were most powerful. Again, it is in these regions
that the appellative Bulgaro-Mohammedans has been partly inter-
nalized and often appears as a self-designation, although there are
no reliable quantitative sociological data.

Those who aim at a real and effective social recategorization,
however, understand that this is possible only by a complete blend-
ing with the dominant group—i.e., by erasing the existing religious
boundary. This may explain the success of a grassroots Christianiz-
ing campaign in the Rhodopes led by Father Boyan Sarîev, himself a
professed “descendant of Bulgarian Mohammedans” and leader of
the Movement for Christianity and Progress (Ioan Predtecha.)35 Ac-
cording to Sarîev, the new religious identity is the only solution for
the split identity of the Bulgarian Muslims, which he calls “national
hermaphrodism”:36

There is no other difference but the religious between the Bulgari-
ans and the descendants of the Islamized Bulgarians. Only Islam
stands like a Chinese wall between them. Besides, religion is a
very strong [element] in defining one’s national identity. On the
basis of religion this population will join the Christian brother-
hood, which is its historical place.37

During the past three years the movement claims to have con-
verted 50,000 Bulgarian Mohammedans, “who secretly and gradu-
ally came to yearn to feel part and parcel of the Bulgarian
population.”38 Most of these people—about 37,000—live in the Cen-
tral and Eastern Rhodopes and are, according to Sarîev, members of
the younger and middle generation. The ambition of the movement
is to convert 75 to 80 percent of the Bulgarian Muslims by the end of
the century. Thus far, its main success has been in the same areas that
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the Rodina movement had received support. The reaction of the rest
of the Christian Bulgarian population is still unclear, although the
Orthodox Church has reacted frantically to the movement’s endeav-
ors to enlist the financial and political support of the Vatican in its
missionary activities, despite the assurances of Sarîev that this
would not open the door to Catholic propaganda.39

As a whole, the name Bulgaro-Mohammedans has not fared as
well as a self-designation, despite its aura of being a politically cor-
rect term, not least because of its clumsiness. At one of the local
censuses during the Communist period, three options were offered:
Turks, Bulgarians, and Bulgaro-Mohammedans. One of the inter-
viewees chose to be entered as “Bulgaro-Mohammedan” but ex-
claimed, turning to the mayor, “Why don’t you drop this Bulgarian?
After all, I am a Mohammedan.”40 In fact, the most widespread cul-
tural self-identification among the Bulgarian Muslims has been and
is simply “Mohammedan,” a nominal tribute to the resilience of
millet consciousness.

In some cases, a genuine intellectual resistance appears against
the attempts to impose a definite political (Bulgarian or Turkish)
identity to the Pomaks. When inhabitants of Padina (a completely
Pomak village in the Eastern Rhodopes) exclaim, “What we are, who
we are, what we believe is our own destiny; don’t meddle with our
souls!,” this is not simply exhaustion in the face of pressure.41 It is
an authentic indifference to a kind of political identity which asserts
itself not only as the norm in the conditions of the nation-state, but
also claims the exclusive loyalties of the population.

Very interesting in this respect is a protest letter signed by 924
inhabitants of the small frontier village of Kochan in the Satovcha
municipality in southwestern Bulgaria. The letter is a declaration
against the accusations of a Macedonian organization in the region
that a coercive process of Turkification has been taking place. The
authors of the letter refer to themselves as Muslims: “We, the Muslim
believers from the village of Kochan. . . ”; “We are proud that all
inhabitants of the village of Kochan are Muslims, and this was con-
firmed by the last census”; “the industrious Muslim population of
the municipality and of our village”; etc. None of the appellatives
used by the outgroup are accepted as an accurate label for their
identity:
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Notwithstanding what you call us—Bulgarians, Mohammedans,
Bulgarian Muslims, Pomaks, even Macedonians—we declare that
we are a reality which, much as you would like it not to exist, is
a fact, and you have to accept us such as we are.42

At the same time as “Mohammedan” or “Muslim” reflects be-
longing to a religious group, the grip of religion on the Muslim
population is quite problematic, although certainly growing. It is
primarily among the generation over 50 years of age that fervent
believers can be encountered. The adult generation between the ages
of 20 and 50 does not possess religious habits, nor does it have clear
religious ideas. Its attachment to Islam is mostly a way of demon-
strating opposition to previous constraints and prohibitions. Among
the very young, however, under the influence of family and the new
public sphere, there is a renewed interest for the teachings of Islam.
This, according to specialists, creates an important bridge between
the youngest and the oldest generations, which most likely will con-
tribute to a rise of religiosity and religious knowledge.43

Still, at present only 29 percent of the Muslims in a poll taken
in the Eastern Rhodopes responded to the question “What do you
know about Mohammed?” with answers like “Allah’s prophet” or
“something like Jesus Christ.” The rest declared they knew noth-
ing.44 The knowledge of the dogma is not to be mixed up with religi-
osity. The question “Do you believe in God?” was answered in the
affirmative by 73 percent of the Turks, 66 percent of the Pomaks, 59
percent of the gypsies, and 37 percent of the Bulgarians.45

In addition to the term Bulgaro-Mohammedan, there is also a
host of other competing designations, practically all of them literary
appellatives. Most of them are only ascriptive terms with very lim-
ited circulation. A group of them insists on the Turkish character of
the Bulgarian Muslims, calling them “Pomak Turks,” “Rhodope
Turks,” “Kuman Turks,” or simply subsuming them under the title
of “ethnic Turks” who had ostensibly forgotten their mother tongue
and adopted Bulgarian after 1912.46 Despite the somewhat histrionic
attention this propaganda and the explosive issue of the “Turkifica-
tion” of the Bulgarian Muslims have received in the Bulgarian press,
success has been relatively limited and geographically confined to
the region of the Southwestern Rhodopes. There is one new element
in the cultural self-identification of the Bulgarian Muslims which,
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despite its very restricted influence, merits attention. It asserts that
the Pomaks are in fact descendants of the first Muslims in the Bal-
kans, who arrived on the peninsula shortly after the birth of Islam
and gradually adopted the language and customs of their Bulgarian
neighbors. This theory of an alleged “Arabic” origin of the Bulgarian
Muslims comes directly from Muslim missionaries sent from Saudi
Arabia, Libya, and Pakistan.47 It is exclusively with their financial
support that the Qur’an has been published in Bulgarian in new
editions and is circulating in enormous numbers.48

Lastly and most recently, there has been a political attempt to
emancipate the designation “Pomak” from its derogatory connota-
tions and declare the existence of a Pomak ethnic minority. In April
1993 a new party was registered, the Democratic Labor Party, which
was founded at the end of 1992.49 Its leader, a political entrepreneur
by the name of Kamen Burov, is the mayor of the village Zhîltusha
in the Eastern Rhodopes, himself of Bulgarian Muslim descent.50

Despite Burov’s expectations of support from the majority of the
Pomaks, the status of the party is still unclear. However, it has re-
ceived considerable attention from the press, not least because of the
specter of (real or perceived) American involvement.

Burov was sent to the United States to attend a seminar on
ethnic diversity. It is there that he was apparently converted to the
idea of a Pomak ethnic minority and, according to him, received the
assurances of American and UN administrators to help him with the
recognition of such a minority, something considered to be an im-
portant step in the democratization of the country:51

People in the United States were surprised when all of us intro-
duced ourselves as Bulgarians. They openly asked us how Bul-
garia has managed to create a country of only Bulgarians. I
introduced myself as a Bulgarian citizen of Muslim descent. The
Americans were interested in how our origins differ from those
of the Turks, and the question of the Pomaks arose. In America
nobody is irritated at somebody else’s self-identification. The Bul-
garian parliament should not tell me who I am. I have a soul, and
it cannot be obliterated. I feel a Pomak, and nobody can frown on
me for my ethnic self-identity.52

Upon his return to Bulgaria, Burov founded his party and im-
mediately sought American backing:
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As a leader of the Democratic Labor Party, I have already sought
the official support of the American Secretary of State, Warren
Christopher, and the American Ambassador to Bulgaria, Hugh
Kennet Hill, to insist that the category “Pomak” be included in
the next census. . . . The West does not like to be deceived. It
wants a clear message: in Bulgaria there are Turks, Bulgarians,
Pomaks, gypsies, Jews, Armenians.53

The coverage of this event would have been much more modest were
it not for the general, often close to paranoic, concern with outside
pressure, coupled with the somewhat clumsy manner in which
American diplomats in Bulgaria have been trying to pontificate
about democracy in general and ethnic relations in particular.

Burov himself based the need for a separate party on the prem-
ise that the Pomaks were a separate ethnic group.54 He actually pro-
posed his own definition of ethnicity: “This population has its
customs, culture, and folklore, which means that it is an independent
ethnic group.” When asked about the language, he conceded that the
Pomaks spoke Bulgarian but that this did not hamper their recogni-
tion as a Pomak ethnic group.

Opposing interpretations of what defines an ethnic group lie at
the basis of different approaches to the Pomak problem by different
political actors. Practically all Bulgarian parties stress “objective”
characterstics. In this the approach is not different from Burov’s,
except the logical conclusion is that a separate Pomak ethnic group
cannot exist because ethnically these people are part and parcel of
the Bulgarian ethnic community. Often a decision of the Constitu-
tional Court in 1992 is cited:

The categories race, nationality, ethnic belonging, gender, and ori-
gin are determined from the time of birth and cannot be acquired
or changed in the process of the social realization of the citizen
in society.55

Against this treatment, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (the
so-called Turkish party) advocates an essentially voluntaristic ap-
proach, putting an exclusive theoretical premise on self-determina-
tion:

Most certainly the ethnic problem can be the object of scholarly
research, but to look for a direct link between ethnic conscious-
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ness and ethnic origins is an ethnobiological treatment of the
question. . . . Let everyone be considered as they feel them-
selves.56

At the same time, in a slip, the same leader of the Movement for
Rights and Freedoms who made the above statement responded to
a question concerning the rejection of the historically formed status
of the Bulgarian Muslims and the adoption of an ethnic Turkish
consciousness in the following way:

We do not care about the genetic origins of people. Let this be the
domain of historians and other scholars. We approach this ques-
tion politically.57

In short, the Pomak population in the current period has been
struggling with the definition of its own cultural identity, while at
the same time political entrepreneurs like Burov have attempted to
infuse Pomak cultural identity with political relevance. Burov has
been less than successful, not only because Pomak cultural identity
is so fluid and contested, but also because past efforts to politicize
Pomak identity met with resistance and were never institutional-
ized. In the following section, I discuss the motivations for and the
implications of these efforts to “Christianize,” “Bulgarianize,”
“Turkicize,” “Arabize,” and “Pomakify” this complex cultural
group.

INTERESTS AND IDENTITY

In December 1992, seven years after the last national census of
1985, which did not supply data on the ethnic composition of the
population, a new census was conducted. This census reestablished
criteria which it was hoped would provide relatively reliable infor-
mation about the ethnic breakdown of the Bulgarian population.
Three measures were used to denote ethnodemographic charac-
teristics: ethnicity, mother tongue, and religion.58 The results in the
first category showed 7,272,000 (85.8 percent) declaring Bulgarian
ethnicity, 822,000 (9.7 percent) claiming Turkish ethnicity, 288,000
(3.4 percent) describing themselves as gypsies, and 91,000 (1.1 per-
cent) comprising all other ethnic groups. The second criterion pro-
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vided the following results: 7,311,000 (86.3 percent) speakers of Bul-
garian; 829,000 (9.8 percent) speakers of Turkish; 257,000 (3.0 per-
cent) speakers of gypsy (sic! in the census). The third criterion
showed 7,373,000 (87.0 percent) as Christian (7,303,000 Orthodox,
51,000 Catholics, and 19,000 Protestants) and 1,078,000 (12.7 percent)
as Muslim (1,002,000 Sunni and 76,000 Shi’a).59

The accuracy of these results was contested by a number of
specialists on the grounds (among others) of having prompted con-
siderable numbers of Pomaks to declare themselves Turks (and some
even Arabs) by failing to provide a separate category for the Bulgar-
ian Muslims.60 It was also clear that a considerable number of Mus-
lim gypsies had declared themselves Turks, according to both
ethnicity and mother tongue.61

All together about 143,000 Muslims declared themselves part
of the Bulgarian ethnic group. It is difficult to establish the number
of Pomaks among the group with Turkish self-identification, but
preliminary research conducted in June 1992 showed that about
18–20 percent of the Bulgarian Muslims in the Southwestern Rho-
dopes preferred Turkish identity.62 It is impossible to come up with
reliable aggregate figures about the numbers of persons of Pomak
origin who have identified themselves completely as either Turks or
Bulgarians according to all three criteria, but in unofficial sources the
total number of Pomaks is reckoned to be around 250,000.63

The census thus serves as a way to channel the formation of
identity. By polarizing responses as it does, respondents are forced
to choose between a given set of criteria which ignore or deny other
criteria to which they might respond. Already at the time of the
census-taking, but especially following the publication of the census
results, one particular issue inflamed public opinion and served as
a rallying point for opposing opinions. It concerned the ethnic self-
determination of the population in some of the ethnically mixed
municipalities in southwestern Bulgaria, and more concretely the
results coming out of two of them: Gotse Delchev and Yakoruda.
Details of the latter case virtually flooded the daily press and exac-
erbated political passions to the extent that a parliamentary commis-
sion was set up to investigate the alleged accusations of
manipulation and pressure on the population and to establish
whether there had been violations of the principle of voluntary self-
determination.
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Of the total population of the Yakoruda municipality of 12,000
(all together 7 villages), only about 2,500 declared themselves to be
Bulgarians, a symmetrical reversal of the results of two decades ago,
when Muslims constituted about the same minority.64 The rest de-
clared themselves to be ethnic Turks. In this particular municipality
the Muslims are Pomaks who have no practical knowledge of Turk-
ish; therefore, their self-identification as Turks gave rise to bitter
accusations of Turkification. For the same reason, the question of the
optional study of Turkish in schools, which kindled a flaming dis-
cussion all over the country, was especially bitter in this region. Of
the 1,721 students in the municipality, 1,174 were entered as Turks.
As a reaction to that, many Bulgarian parents recorded their children
under the age of 16 as Americans, Japanese, Germans, and even
Eskimos, arguing that their children were parts of these ethnic
groups as much as their Muslim counterparts were Turks.65 The
“Japanese” and the “Eskimos” in particular indicated Chinese as
their mother tongue. This 400-strong “Chinese”-speaking group
pointed out that it would look for the defense of its human rights in
the Chinese embassy in Sofia.66

That the Pomaks’ Muslim identity is rendered politically invis-
ible by the language-based institutions of modern Bulgaria does not
preclude the potential for other forces to politicize Pomak cultural
identity. Cultural conflict reached a high degree of intensity by the
middle of 1992, when local imams refused to bury the deceased who
had not changed their names back to Muslim ones after 1989.67 At
the same time, this region was the object of active attention on the
part of emissaries of the World Islamic League. A number of mosques
have been built in the region with the financial support of the
league.68 The theory of the Turkish ethnic origins of the Pomaks, who
had allegedly forgotten their language under the stressful events of
1912, has gained ground precisely in this region. This theory is es-
poused by the Movement of Rights and Freedoms, whose repre-
sentatives are at present leaders of the municipality.69 It has to be
kept in mind that these are the regions where the forceful change of
names in the 1970s campaign was particularly gruesome, where the
Rodina movement of the 1940s had no success, and where followers
of the reconstituted, extremely nationalist Internal Macedonian
Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) are especially active.70
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The parliamentary commission finished its report at the end of
January 1993. It was signed by four of the five deputies of the com-
mission, members of the feuding Bulgarian Socialist Party, and the
Union of Democratic Forces—one of their rare moments of consen-
sus. The only deputy who did not sign was a member of the Move-
ment for Rights and Freedoms. The commission stated that the
principle of voluntariness had apparently not been violated and that
there were no cases of direct physical violence (section 7).71 Still it
concluded the following:

With the active participation of representatives of the local
authorities and administration, a turkification of the Bulgarian
Muslims is taking place. At the same time, the Bulgarian Chris-
tians are the objects of pressure and are feeling insecure (section
13).72

The report was discussed in parliament in May 1993 and a declara-
tion was sent over to the Legislative Commission.73 Finally, after
another round of heated exchanges, on 17 September 1993 a parlia-
mentary majority voted to annul the census results on ethnic criteria
for the two municipalities.74

Although the issue of the Turkification of the Bulgarian Mus-
lims is undoubtedly exaggerated, there obviously is in place a proc-
ess attracting members of the Pomak community in particular
geographic areas to the Turkish ethnic group in order to bolster the
political power of this ethnic minority. The mechanism of this attrac-
tion is complicated: it involves economic, social, political, cultural,
and psychological issues which I analyze below.

Parallel to the national census, the National Statistical Institute
ran a research program to establish the number of unemployed in
the country at the time of the census (4 December 1992).75 Although
the data on unemployment are not ethnically specific, there is no
question that the economic crisis accompanying the social and eco-
nomic transformation after 1989 has severely hit areas of high Mus-
lim concentration. In general, the economic reform has resulted in
higher unemployment rates in the agricultural sector (18.0 percent,
compared to 13 percent in the cities).76 The rural population is dis-
proportionately exposed to a higher risk of unemployment resulting
from both problems accompanying the reorganization of agriculture
and the fact that some villagers are completely devoid of a means of
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livelihood. (The latter include former tobacco growers and workers
in small industrial enterprises located in villages.) A considerable
part of the rural population was employed in nearby towns (daily
labor migration) and has been left unemployed following cuts in the
urban industrial sector (especially the mining industry).77 The laws
voted by parliament about the restitution of land to former owners,
although not yet implemented on a large scale, will leave consider-
able portions of the Muslim population in the plains practically land-
less. This is not the case in the mountain areas, but there it is the
collapse of the tobacco industry, especially in southwestern Bulgaria
and the Central Rhodopes, which has affected Bulgarian Muslims
and Turks disproportionately since this hard and time-consuming
occupation was almost entirely in their hands.78 Likewise, the min-
ing industry in the far southeast, with a heavy concentration of Turks
and Bulgarian Muslims, is in total disarray. Finally, there was a spe-
cial state policy of economic incentives—the so-called “border bene-
fits”—which were poured into the border regions of the Rhodopes
and thanks to which “the border population attained a standard of
living during the years of totalitarian rule which by far surpassed
the traditional standards of the region.”79

The great demographic shifts accompanying the industrial
revolution in Bulgaria after World War II, and particularly the drastic
urbanization, left the Muslim population behind. The figures from
the last census of 1993 show a mere 17 percent of members of the
Turkish ethnic group living in cities.80 Although there are no compa-
rable data for the Bulgarian Muslims (since they were not identified
as a separate group), it can be safely maintained that the share of
urban dwellers among them is statistically insignificant.

Taking into account the reasons for unemployment, the Na-
tional Statistical Institute has differentiated between two groups of
unemployed: those who were previously employed (about 75 per-
cent) and those who had never before entered the workforce (about
25 percent; these are school and college graduates and released mili-
tary recruits). Further, municipalities have been divided into three
groups, according to the nature of unemployment. The two districts
with the highest percentage of unemployed who had been laid off
were Blagoevgrad (63.7 percent) and Smolyan (66.1 percent)—well
over the national average of about 50 percent.81 These are the two
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districts where the Bulgarian Muslims almost exclusively reside.
Within these districts the figure rises to 85 percent for some localities.

If one uses the aggregate data for both types of unemployed
(laid off and having never worked), several municipalities (all in the
Blagoevgrad and Smolyan districts) come out as hard hit economi-
cally, with an unemployment rate of over 90.0 percent: Borino (96.4
percent), Gîrmen (95.4 percent), Satovcha (95.1 percent), Dospat (95.0
percent), Bregovo (94.2 percent), Strumyani (94.2 percent),
Khadzhidimovo (94.2 percent), Razlog (94.0 percent), Yakoruda (93.7
percent), Sandanski (92.1 percent), Gotse Delchev (91.9 percent),
Kirkovo (91.9 percent), Devin (91.7 percent), Kresna (91.0 percent),
and Nedelino (90.3 percent).82

It should come as no surprise that it is precisely in these ethni-
cally mixed regions that tensions have become exacerbated and that
different types of politicized ethnic and religious propaganda have
had the greatest success. In Yakoruda unemployment has reached
nearly 94 percent. Sabriye Sapundzhieva, the former director of the
youth center and one of the 140 college graduates in this municipal-
ity of 12,000, summarizes as follows:

The problem does not consist in whether we are going to have
Bulgarian family names or not, but in the fact that the municipal-
ity is in a total economic and managerial impasse. Here a host of
incompetent people were removed from power by another host
of incompetent people. . . . And in order to divert attention from
their own ineptitude, they constantly invent ethnic conflicts and
religious wars. It sounds as if here everyone goes around with an
axe, a rifle, or a knife. If our municipality were flourishing and
each of us was getting a salary of 5,000 to 6,000 levs, if the enter-
prises were not deliberately ruined, if our forests were not ex-
ported to Greece and to Turkey for pennies—would anyone have
made an international problem out of Yakoruda? It seems that
only the United Nations, the Security Council, and NATO have
not dealt with us.83

The municipality of Dzhebel in the district of Kîrdzhali (another
heavily affected district in southeast Bulgaria) has responded to the
severe economic pressure by mass emigration. About two-thirds of
its population (almost exclusively ethnic Turks) have left for Turkey
since 1989.84 Emigration to Turkey is also the response of some Bul-
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garian Muslims. Their exact numbers cannot be established because
the ones among them who emigrate officially are claiming ethnic
Turkish identity so that they could fall within the provisions of the
emigration convention with Turkey. Still others attempt to cross the
border illegally, facing the risk of extradition.85 While the Bulgarian
press of all political colorings unanimously accuses the Movement
for Rights and Freedoms of an intentional and forcible campaign to
Turkicize the Bulgarian Muslims, it cannot conceal the fact that the
movement bases its appeal on the economic argument. The move-
ment has clearly set its priorities. Its leader, Ahmed Dogan, states,
“Our party is faced with a fundamental problem which is social in
principle: unemployment.”86 Its emissaries assure the population
that Turkey as their fatherland will look out for them and will save
them from the economic crisis.87 It is quite symptomatic that eco-
nomic emigration to Turkey was practiced by the Bulgarian Muslims
before the war also. According to a poll taken by local Christians in
1934 and kept in police archives, Pomaks were being driven out of
the country by the utmost misery of their situation. This was the
primary reason for their Turkification and their alienation from Bul-
garia.88

It is not coincidental that one of the primary motives for the
creation of the Pomak party (the Democratic Labor Party) is articu-
lated in terms of economic needs: “to defend the people from these
regions from unemployment and to assist private businessmen.”89

“These regions” are the mountainous and semimountainous areas.
In fact, the party’s leader, Kamen Burov specifically emphasized the
primarily social and economic rather than ethnic aspect of his party,
despite his insistence on the recognition of a Pomak ethnic minority
to bolster its (and his) political power. Asked how he would handle
the active presence and aspirations of the Movement of Rights and
Freedoms in these same mountain areas, Burov responded in an
undisguised discourse of interests:

We do not make claims against any political power, and we con-
sider it natural that there should be political struggle. If the MRF
manages to improve the life of our people, it might be able to win
them over. Whoever helps the population in the mountainous and
semimountainous regions economically will hold the winning
card because people will know who has provided for them.90
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Here interests have been articulated not simply through eco-
nomic concerns. As already mentioned above, members of the Bul-
garian Muslim community who react against the subordinated
status of their group in the existing ethnic/religious hierarchies and
who strive to achieve a genuine social recategorization consider that
the only way to attain this goal is by a complete merger with one of
the opposing groups which lay claims on them while looking down
on them: Turks and Bulgarians.

In a revealing interview, Father Sarîev recalls his days as a stu-
dent in the police academy and his subsequent service in the Minis-
try of the Interior before he was fired as politically unreliable in 1987:

At school, in the academy, and especially at work my fellow
workers would set me apart; they would put me down simply
because I was . . . a Pomak. Circumcised! I was haunted by a mor-
bid feeling; I was accumulating dissatisfaction. . . . What I was
bearing before as anguish was channeled into an idea, and the
idea urged me to action. . . . By language, by origins and mental-
ity, by customs, we are Bulgarians. It is unnatural to feel like for-
eigners in our own fatherland. Only Christianity will return us to
the Bulgarian roots.91

Others are even more outspoken about their motives. According to
a Bulgarian Muslim veterinarian, “We are ready to convert to Chris-
tianity on the condition that we are not going to be treated as sec-
ond-class Christians, just as we were treated as second-class
Bulgarians.”92

Similar motives apply to some of those who look to the Muslim
sphere as an acceptable assimilative alternative. Khadzhi Arif Kara-
ibrahimov, at present district müfti for Smolyan, rejects the notion
that there is a process of Turkification:

This is not correct. There is no Turkification; there is attraction. If
a family terrorizes its children but the neighbor embraces them,
it is only natural that they would be attracted to him. If our coun-
try, which all Muslims consider their fatherland, treated everyone
equally as a fair mother, believe me, I would strongly contend
that nobody would look at the neighbor.93

Likewise, the mayor of Gotse Delchev, Khenrikh Mikhailov, com-
ments on the ambiguous position of the Bulgarian Muslims:
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This population occupies an intermediate position between the
Bulgarians and the Turks. Neither fish nor meat. And now it pre-
fers to join the Turks because the Bulgarians devastated it, they
battered it, didn’t give it a chance to exist.94

These same motives have given some acceptance to the message of
the Arab missionaries mentioned above. Laughable as it may seem,
their arguments have received some attention for at least two rea-
sons. First, they confer to the exponents of this belief a proper iden-
tity in the face of both Bulgarians and Turks, who look down upon
them even when they try to blend into their communities; second,
they furnish them with “their own” cultural and political protectors
from the Muslim world.95

This last element—a strong outside protector—is a very impor-
tant component, present in practically all efforts to articulate a col-
lective cultural or political identity. The Bulgarian Muslims who
wish to enter the Turkish ethnic group look to Turkey for economic
and social salvation; Burov’s Pomak party very definitely wants to
enlist American patronage; even Sarîev’s endeavor to bring the Po-
maks back to their “Bulgarian roots” looks to the Vatican for support.
Although his religious movement converts Bulgarian Muslims to
Orthodoxy, it recognizes the supremacy of the Pope, not the Bulgar-
ian Patriarch. The reason, according to Sarîev, is that this is the only
way to alert foreign public opinion about the problems of the Bul-
garian Muslims, which, over the course of a century, no one in Bul-
garia has either managed or really wished to solve. The authority of
the Vatican would stand as a strong guarantee that this process of
grassroots conversion to Christianity would remain irreversible.96

The involvement of the foreign policy factor serves as an espe-
cially aggravating influence on the ethnic question. As a small and
weak country which reappeared on the European scene only during
the past century, Bulgaria has always felt extremely vulnerable to
outside pressures. Particularly strong has been the “by-now stereo-
typed sense of threat from Turkey from the outside, and that of the
Islamic minorities on the inside.”97 This is exacerbated at present by
a multitude of additional causes: first and foremost, the collapse of
the Warsaw Pact as a guarantee for Bulgarian security and attempts
by the country to find its place in the European security system free
from the status of a Soviet/Russian client state; an increased tendency
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to marginalize Southeastern Europe within the European framework
following a double standard approach to East Central Europe and the
Balkans; the simultaneous increased armament of Greece and Turkey
after 1989 in the face of a total collapse of the Bulgarian military
industry and military potential; the central role Turkey has set itself
to play in the Muslim republics of the former Soviet Union and its
ambitions as protector of Muslim minorities in the Balkans (even more
aggravating in this respect is the obvious backing Turkey is receiving
from the United States and the perception that it is one of the favored
client states of the only global superpower); the chaos in the former
Yugoslavia and the very conflictual and controversial messages that
the international community is sending.98

Some publications display close to paranoic overtones:

The loss of these 200,000 Bulgarians [i.e., Pomaks] is not only yet
another amputation on the body of the nation—a body already
drained of its blood—but is also turning the Rhodopes, where
they predominantly live, into a true Turkish fortress. This creates
favorable conditions for the emergence of a new Cyprus and for
Turkey’s securing a bridgehead for an advance into Europe
and . . . into the Mohammedan regions of the disintegrating Yu-
goslavia: into the Sandzhak, Kosovo, Bosnia, and Herzegovina.99

The publication of a map with the geographic distribution of ethnic
Turks in Bulgaria in a 1990 issue of the International Herald Tribune
had room for apocalyptic comments. The map showed the whole
Black Sea coast as a region inhabited by ethnic Turks, and it was
seen as proof that “the ethno-religious problems will be linked to
territorial and separatist claims.”100 Leaving aside the debate on
whether the threat to Bulgarian security is a real or perceived one,
it is at least possible to argue that “to a certain extent, the removal
of that feeling of threat lies beyond the competence of the Bulgarian
state.”101 Indeed, as Henry Kissinger well realizes, the global ap-
proach to security issues gives ample ground for anxiety:

The Partnership for Peace runs the risk of creating two sets of
borders in Europe—those that are protected by security guaran-
tees, and others where such guarantees have been refused—a
state of affairs bound to prove tempting to potential aggressors
and demoralizing to potential victims.102
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This feeling of threat is further aggravated by the uncertainty
of what constitutes a national minority by international standards
and what would be the precise implications of its legal recognition.103

Among a variety of different and controversial opinions, the main
difficulty in reaching a common interpretation seems to lie in the
opposing approach to minority rights as collective or as individual.
The fears expressed by the Bulgarian side about the recognition of
national minorities are based on the danger of secessionism. Far-
fetched as these fears might seem at first sight, the ambiguous and
controversial approach of the international organizations to the
questions of self-determination versus territorial integrity in general
(and in the Yugoslav case in particular) compounds these con-
cerns.104 Even the developments in the former Yugoslavia of creating
a federation in Bosnia between Croats and Muslims set precedents
which are elsewhere observed with apprehension.105

The issue is conceptually unclear also among exponents of the
idea of increased rights for ethnic minorities. While some members
of the Movement for Rights and Freedoms request the recognition of
national minorities as the only guarantee for their survival the leader
of the party, Dogan, warned that Europe was delaying the decision
on the issue of ethnic minorities because of its explosiveness.106 At a
municipal conference, he offered an award of 1,000 levs to any of the
deputies who would define the preconditions for a national minor-
ity.107

It is naive to attribute the denial of minority existence to a typi-
cally Balkan syndrome. Rather, given the extremely complex demo-
graphic and geopolitical picture of the region, it would be utopian to
expect that Bulgaria, the other Balkan states, and for that matter all
other East European countries would support the recognition of na-
tional minorities before international criteria were agreed upon.

CONCLUSIONS

To summarize, in dealing with the intermediate position of the
Bulgarian Muslims in the framework of the history and institutions
of the Bulgarian nation-state, and especially with an eye to the proc-
ess of formation and political transformation of their group identi-
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ties, it is imperative to recall both the historical legacy of the Otto-
man Empire with its millet system and the mechanisms of ethnic/na-
tion formation in the Balkans and specifically in Bulgaria, with its
linguistic and religious centrality. This process effectively excluded
members of the majority of different confessional and linguistic
groups from the process of national integration (except in the cases
of assimilation). For a long time after independence, the Muslim
community was consistently dealt with in millet terms. With the
gradual exception of the Turks, the Balkan Muslims did not adapt to
the national mode and retained a fluid cultural consciousness which
for a longer time displayed the characteristics of a millet mentality.
While the Turks were the first to shed the millet identity within the
Muslim sphere, they did so to a great extent influenced by the de-
velopment of Turkish nationalism in neighboring Turkey.

The Pomaks, for their part, persevered in their refusal to con-
form to a definite type of ethnic/national or politicized identity.
Indeed they have in general refused numerous attempts on the part
of political entrepreneurs—both those in pursuit of national integra-
tion and those in pursuit of political separatism—to politicize their
cultural identity. It must be noted that throughout this century the
several drastic attempts to forcefully and sometimes violently as-
similate them into the Bulgarian community have been effective.
There were no Pomak separatist movements and little effort until
recently to obtain group rights in the political arena. It is important
to emphasize, however, that as a group, the Bulgarian Muslims re-
mained almost completely politically, socially, and economically iso-
lated. Only during the Communist period were some efforts initiated
for the economic development of the regions in which they lived, but
they remained sporadic, inconsistent, and insufficient. Communist
institutions in the centralized Bulgarian state attempted to integrate
them into the national community but suppressed any impulse to
politicize their cultural identity.

After 1989 the areas inhabited by the Bulgarian Muslims have
been the ones most severely hit by the economic crisis, with all the
ensuing repercussions on social, ethnic, and political actions and
mobilization. Among the many variables described or mentioned in
this chapter, the economy has played a crucial role in contributing
to the politicization of their cultural identity. The end of the central-
ized economy and the liberalization of economic efforts have re-
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sulted in a further marginalization of the Pomaks’ territories. There
political mobilizers attempt to exploit economic grievances in an
effort to transform cultural cohesiveness into political identity.
Economists and policymakers are well aware of this effort, and a
variety of views has been advanced to handle the problem and thus
weaken those political mobilization efforts.108 Yet even if some eco-
nomic improvement is achieved (and this is unlikely), other factors
are at work in transforming Pomak cultural identity into political
identity and thus increasing politicized cultural tensions in Bulgaria.

Indeed it is true that “at all times, and not only at moments of
economic crisis, collective political actors emerge who may help to
determine political outcomes.”109 Political parties and other groups
exert strong pressure on the Pomak population to make its cultural
identity politically relevant. Their success in acquiring loyalties and
in shaping identities obviously depends on how far they are able to
meet a variety of group interests, not only economic ones. In their
intricate maneuvering between what they wish to offer and what
they are able to deliver, they are caught up in a complex game within
the state political sphere, which imposes limitations on them.
Among these factors, international constraints and incentives are of
prime importance. As already indicated, the precarious geopolitical
situation of the country, the new interpretations of national security
which include the economy, and the explosive issue of ethnic minori-
ties in the new international context further compound the struggle
between political groups amd the search for efficient solutions to
their economic and political problems.

The issue of a political identity in the pursuit of group interests
is a defining feature in the development of the Bulgarian Muslim
population. As one researcher has put it, they are “well aware of their
group distinction and are now looking for ways to explain it.”110 This
statement, however, needs some elaboration. Despite the fact that the
Pomaks are usually seen and described as a compact entity by the
out groups, their presumed uniformity is far from real. Precisely
because they were not fully caught in the homogenizing efforts of
the nation-state, regionalism among them is even more pronounced
than among other groups. Therefore, their response to the challenges
of the new economic and political climate after 1989 takes the form
of a variety of group identities, rather than of a single one. Nonethe-
less, although there still is a part of the Pomak community which
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displays characteristics of cultural and political identity diffusion
(uncertainty as to who they are), we are witnessing in the current
period that the majority is increasingly adopting cultural identity
foreclosure (commitment to one cultural identity at the expense of
all others).111 What this means is that given international pressures,
Pomaks are being forced to identify along the lines of the divide
between Bulgarians and Turks. Economic factors, geopolitical pres-
sures, international definitions of group vs. individual rights, and
political institutions that define who can be represented in the po-
litical arena will determine the success of attempts to create a distinct
politicized group self-identity among the Pomaks.
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THE CAUSES OF CULTURAL CONFLICT:
ASSESSING THE EVIDENCE

Beverly Crawford

The argument that has unfolded in these stories suggests that
differences in identity transformation, institutional legitimation of
political relevance, and response to globalization and liberalization
explain differences among states with regard to cultural conflict.
These factors also explain variation in the intensity of violence. In
this chapter, I summarize the evidence for these claims. As in any
cursory summary, the presentation of evidence is greatly simplified.
Despite this qualification, however, it will become clear that coun-
tries that should have experienced similar levels of cultural con-
flict—given their level of development, population composition, and
strength or weakness of the central government—did not do so. And
countries that should have experienced different kinds and degrees
of conflict were hit by similar levels of violence. These differences
can be traced directly to institutional structure and strength.

Taken together, the essays in this volume illustrate the strength
of this institutional argument in two ways. Some of the essays have
examined societies that are different in most respects, save preferen-
tial political institutions, to see whether and how much institutions
matter to the intensity of politicized cultural identity. Abkhazia, Yu-
goslavia, Germany, and India can be roughly compared in this way.
In addition, we look to societies that may be similar in important
respects, but one is lacking these preferential institutions. Bulgaria
and Bosnia, Abkhazia and Ajaria, and Germany and England sug-
gest comparisons along these lines.
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IDENTITY TRANSFORMATION, LEGITIMATION, AND THE
ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTH

Our first set of institutional propositions suggests that if politi-
cal institutions historically provided preferential benefits to ethnic
or religious groups whose political relevance had been previously
established, then politicized ethnicity and religion would continue,
but it would not necessarily lead to violent conflict. Malaysia illus-
trates this proposition. Alternatively, if cultural identity had not been
previously politicized, institutions could create that political rele-
vance or prevent its initial emergence. The Soviet case is a good
example. To the extent that those institutions were strong, they could
channel identity politics in nonviolent political competition. Both the
Soviet case and the case of Malaysia illustrate.

Alternatively, institutional rules and procedures could be struc-
tured in ways that prevented cultural identity from becoming politi-
cally relevant at all. To the extent that these institutions are strong,
political competition takes the form of class or interest group con-
flict. The United States and England provide appropriate case mate-
rial for an exploration of this claim. Our institutional approach leads
to the expectation that ethnic and religious differences will not be
politically relevant in those societies lacking strong preferential in-
stitutions—such as England and the United States. But it will be
relevant in those societies where such institutions prevail.

The presentation of the evidence for this first stage of the argu-
ment is in three steps: the first is a description of the process of
identity transformation in the cases under examination. The second
is a description of how the political relevance of cultural identity is
either weakened or intensified by two institutional factors: the rules
of political membership—that is, nationalist ideologies and citizen-
ship laws—and institutions that allocate political and economic re-
sources. The third step is a discussion of the relevance of institutional
strength to the reduction of violence.

HOW CULTURAL IDENTITY BECOMES POLITICALLY RELEVANT

As noted in the introduction to this volume, not all social divi-
sions become politically relevant. The stories told here concentrate
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on how cultural identities and divisions became politicized. In all
cases, where cultural conflict has been most intense, cultural identi-
ties were transformed into political identities. But they did not be-
come politically relevant in the same way in each case. The strategies
of colonial rulers provided one source of identity transformation.
The institutions of new states provided another. And religious pre-
cepts provided yet another avenue for the politicization of cultural
identity. In the stories told here, if one of these factors was present
and provided a means for interpreting cultural grievances, that in-
terpretation became the “raw material” that political entrepreneurs
could mold in their political mobilization efforts.

The Indian case illustrates how cultural identity was trans-
formed into political identity through the preferential policies of
colonial rulers. Sikh political identity was created as early as the
seventeenth century with Mughal repression; it became entrenched
with eighteenth-century Sikh political autonomy and further fixed
in the nineteenth century with British colonial policies of divide and
rule.

In both Germany and the Soviet Union, the institutions of the
state itself politicized cultural identity. Soviet ethnofederalism in-
fused cultural identity with political relevance, even in places where
it had never been relevant before. In Germany, cultural identity be-
came politically relevant in the process of “nation-building,” and
that relevance was codified in the Reichs- und Staatsburgergesetz of
1913, which specified that German citizenship was passed by de-
scent from parent to child, excluding anyone who was not biologi-
cally “German.”

In Muslim-majority states, cultural identity was fused with po-
litical identity through the precepts of religious beliefs. Despite Is-
lam’s universalizing and transnational tendencies, the enforcement
of Islamic law requires a territorial state. Malaysia, for example,
emerged from colonialism under the leadership of elites who created
an Islamically legitimated state, which, Lubeck argues, “was much
less likely to disturb civil society with overtly modernist ideology
and development projects that disrupted community cohesion.”
Thus the state’s legitimacy was never questioned by adherents of
political Islam, and it could effectively block incentives for Islamic
movements to become politically radical. After all, Muslims in Ma-
laysia had a state of their own. In contrast, the rise of a more radical
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political Islam was assured in Egypt and Algeria when secular states
weakened and could no longer meet their obligations to society. In-
deed the Islamic faith contains the seeds of politically relevant cul-
tural identity which are more likely to sprout and thrive in the more
fertile ground of Muslim-majority states than in Muslim-minority
regions like Bulgaria or the Soviet Union, where language rather
than religion became the national identity marker. Because language
marked national identity in both countries, religious difference lost
much of its political relevance.

The case of Pomaks in Bulgaria provides a good example of the
weakening of the political relevance of religious identity in Muslim
minority states. Like the Bosnian Muslims and the Hindus in India,
many Bulgarian Muslims had converted to the religion of Muslim
rulers to gain political and economic advantage. In Bulgaria, the
process of nation-building in the nineteenth century saw a political
struggle between those who wanted language and those who
wanted religion to be the national identity marker. Bulgarian Chris-
tian nationalists wanted to exclude Bulgarian Muslims from the na-
tion they tried to construct, and grievances resulting from their
exclusion began to etch themselves on the Pomak collective memory.
But when language became the dominant national identity marker
in independent Bulgaria, religion lost much of its power as a rallying
point for political mobilization. After 1945, the unitary Bulgarian
state under communism was characterized by universal and inclu-
sive laws of citizenship and policies of indiscriminate political re-
pression. These factors diminished the political relevance of
Bulgarian Muslim identity. In contrast, in Yugoslavia, where lan-
guage did not become a political identity marker, religious identity
became a benchmark for national identity and thus became relevant
in the political arena.

In all the cases above we saw how culture was politicized to
some degree through both discrete and prolonged historical epi-
sodes of discrimination and privilege. And the liberal democracies
were not immune. Recall that in the early history of the United
States, only white immigrants had easy access to citizenship. The
abandonment of Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws, and segregation
marked much of post-civil-war U.S. history. In Britain, the Alien
Restriction Act of 1914 strengthened the restriction of non-Common-
wealth foreigners that began in 1905 in an effort to curtail Jewish
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immigration. That act was renewed annually until 1971. Immigra-
tion from the Commonwealth was also restricted in the 1960s; in
March 1965, the Conservative Party issued a document in which it
explicitly rejected the viability of a multiracial state “not because we
are superior to our Commonwealth partners but because we want to
maintain the kind of Britain we know and love.”1

In all cases, then, cultural grievances became more or less em-
bedded in historical memory, and ethnic or sectarian political entre-
preneurs always had episodes of discrimination and privilege to call
upon in their efforts to gain support from distinct cultural groups.
But in some places, identity politics came to define the logic of the
political game, and in other places, it did not. In those places where
it did, the odds of violence were higher. And in those places where
the logic of identity politics was weaker, the odds of cultural conflict
decreased. The incentives and constraints offered by political insti-
tutions, and the strength of those institutions to follow through,
largely determined those odds.

CREATING AND CEMENTING POLITICAL IDENTITY: THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONS

Once cultural identity is politicized, the sustained intensity of
that political relevance depends on state institutions. Those institu-
tions define the rules of political membership, representation, and
resource allocation. When these institutions structure membership,
representation, and resource allocation according to previously es-
tablished cultural criteria, “identity politics” dominates the political
game. When other criteria are used, cultural identity is less relevant
in the political arena. Where identity politics is practiced, states can
channel it in peaceful political competition as long as they can make
credible commitments to shape and uphold agreements made
among culturally defined political actors. It is when the state can no
longer make those commitments credible that security dilemmas can
begin to shape political competition and permit it to take a violent
turn.

Inclusive and Exclusive Nationalism. As the Bulgarian case noted
above aptly illustrates, the most critical historical juncture in which
dominant and enduring political identities are formed and cemented
is the nation-building process. In that process, social contracts are
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constructed in which the terms of citizenship and inclusion in the
political community are forged and embedded in state constitutions,
legal systems, and political practices. “Nationalism,” replete with its
dominant identity markers, becomes the ideological justification for
the terms of inclusion in or exclusion from the political community;
its ideas and symbols provide the logic for a legitimate “national”
political identity that both encompasses and transcends ethnic, re-
ligious, linguistic, clan, caste, or family identities. These more paro-
chial cultural distinctions can indeed become politically relevant
within the framework of a “national” political identity, but the na-
tional political identity comes to dominate all others when nation-
states are strong. This is because national identity defines who is a
member of the political community and who is not. For example, in
the relatively homogeneous societies of Germany and England, re-
ligious identity was politicized in the seventeenth century, but its
political relevance was attenuated over the next two centuries by the
rise of the secular state. In both countries, alternative, nonreligious
political markers were created in the critical process of nation-build-
ing. This was supposed to be the case in Algeria and Egypt as well;
the growing weakness of the secular state, however, opened a politi-
cal contest over the particular cultural content of national identity in
both states, and religion became an important contestant.

Although many varieties of nationalism have been analyzed in
the literature,2 the distinction between two alternative forms has
often been cited as crucial to a full understanding of communal con-
flict: exclusive nationalist ideologies, which make intrinsic identities
and cultural attributes of race, religion, or language the criteria for
membership in the political community, and inclusive nationalist
ideologies, which make individual civic behavior the criteria for
membership. Inclusive nationalism is thus blind to cultural differ-
ence in its criteria for political membership.

Inclusive nationalism is based on the principle of individual
incorporation; membership is open to any individual, and accep-
tance into the nation is open to all, regardless of ethnic origin or
religious belief. Inclusive nationalism is associated with secular
states; thus membership in the political community is not dependent
on religious belief. All else being equal, inclusive nationalism weak-
ens the political relevance of cultural identity. The British case illus-
trates. As Liah Greenfeld writes, “English national consciousness
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was first and foremost the consciousness of one’s dignity as an indi-
vidual.”3 As the British empire grew, this inclusive concept of mem-
bership grew as well. Membership in the political community
included Commonwealth immigrants but excluded other aliens. Im-
migrants to England from the UK were thus British nationals with
all the rights and obligations of citizenship. Furthermore, under in-
clusive nationalism, membership in the nation became a function of
civic behavior, not ethnicity; immigrants could legally seek and ob-
tain political rights, and British citizenship remained relatively easy
for them to obtain.

Exclusive nationalism, in contrast, restricts membership in the
nation to persons of a particular cultural origin, making descent the
principle of incorporation into the political community. Often, when
groups are excluded from membership in the political community
because of their cultural origins, they organize to fight for inclusion
or autonomy. The resulting struggles have historically led to cultural
conflict. Obviously, in homogeneous societies, exclusive claims to
national identity and territory will not trigger these fights. In mul-
ticultural societies, however, ideologies of exclusive nationalism can
justify the expulsion of those from the political community that do
not meet the criteria. Conventional wisdom has it, for example, that
Germany’s exclusive form of national identity and the citizenship
laws based on ethnic exclusion largely explain the current rise in the
violence against “foreigners” there. The same argument can be made
about Croatia. By the same logic it can be argued that relatively low
levels of violence against immigrants in England can be attributed
to inclusive nationalism and citizenship laws there. It follows that
inclusive membership in the political community would create a
disincentive for those political entrepreneurs who would foment na-
tivist sentiments and mobilize support with the politics of exclu-
sion.4

The problem with this argument is that inclusive nationalism
and resulting universal citizenship laws characterize all of our cases
except Germany and parts of the former Yugoslavia, and yet consid-
erable variation in cultural conflict and violence can be found among
those inclusive nations. The United States followed England in its
inclusive national idea, and India’s universal citizenship laws are
based on British principles. In Muslim-majority states, citizenship
laws are based on British and French colonial statutes of inclusion,
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and although Islam has the privileged status as the official religion,
one does not have to be a Muslim to be a citizen. And former Com-
munist countries espoused inclusive nationalist ideologies and ex-
tended universal citizenship in order to reduce the salience of
ethnicity as a source of political identity.5 In short, because most of
our cases have inclusive citizenship laws and yet there is much vari-
ation in levels of conflict, we can conclude that exclusive nationalism
does not fully explain how the political relevance of ethnicity and
religion is created, perpetuated, and can lead to violence. We must
therefore look more deeply than distinctions among nationalist ide-
ologies and the membership institutions built upon them to find the
causes of cultural conflict. It is thus to an examination of other insti-
tutions and social practices that the discussion now turns.

Rules of Participation and Allocation. Without strong supportive
institutions to uphold and protect the rights of minorities, inclusive
national ideologies as a basis for citizenship—characteristic of West-
ern liberal democracies and Communist systems alike—do (and did)
not offer a panacea for communal conflict. In democracies, institu-
tions that ensure minority participation in political competition, a
police force that protects minority rights, and institutions that play
an allocative role in disadvantaged minority communities can bol-
ster inclusive citizenship rights, increase social integration and
peaceful political participation, and strengthen minorities’ identifi-
cation with the state. As minority “national” identity with the state
increases, state legitimacy and thus state strength increase as well.
For example, the consensual politics of both the United States and
Britain have long been held as a model of political participation that
fosters the social and political integration of distinct cultural groups.
Majoritarian political systems push debate to the center of the politi-
cal spectrum. Political change comes about through compromise
among ideological, cultural, and interest groups. Because of high
barriers to entry into the political system of new, small parties, the
political systems and electoral laws in both countries have encour-
aged two-party alignments and discouraged extremist politicians.
Parties engage in catch-all strategies, through which platforms are
formulated to attract floating centrist voters.6 This system discour-
ages extreme forms of cultural conflict and fosters social integration.

But consensual politics can foster social integration only if legal
institutions protect minority rights and if other institutions allocate

520  Beverly Crawford



resources without cultural discrimination. In the United States, for
example, as Lipschutz argues, the institutions supporting an integra-
tive political system were equal economic opportunity, procedural
legal equality, and welfare programs intended to foster national al-
legiance. Without supportive institutions, the power of consensual
politics and inclusive citizenship to weaken the political relevance
of cultural identity is reduced, and the probability of protest and
violence on the part of excluded minority communities increases.
Furthermore, without broadly representative allocative institutions,
ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs in majority populations
have the political space in which to inflame and exploit nativist
sentiments.

England provides an example of the importance of supportive
institutions to the strength of an integrative political system. As
Elaine Thomas’s contribution to this volume shows, until the mid-
1970s, broad citizenship rights for Commonwealth minority immi-
grants were bolstered by majoritarian party politics and a network
of Community Relations Councils (CRCs) designed to mitigate racial
tensions. In order to maintain party unity, both Labour and Conser-
vative leaders kept issues of race off of the political agenda. Further-
more, both parties aimed to capture centrist voters, and
depoliticizing race was part of the catch-all strategy to avoid “ideo-
logical” issues in that effort.

These efforts, however, fell short of their goal. Although the
CRCs were intended to improve the economic conditions of new
immigrants, newcomers often suffered from housing and public
service shortages. Competition for a limited housing stock between
native workers and immigrants provoked racial tensions, and by the
1970s, the efforts of the police to enforce the depoliticization of race
were weakened. Police officers, who had lived in those areas in
which they worked, began to move out, and they placed more em-
phasis on apprehending criminals than providing assistance. As
these institutions supporting an integrative political system were
weakened in the 1970s and 1980s, incidents of cultural conflict in-
creased.

Our cases also suggest that just as exclusive nationalism can
provide an affective and symbolic resource for political entrepre-
neurs to begin the process of communal conflict, that conflict can be
attenuated by strong state institutions that have other attributes of
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inclusion and protection of cultural minorities. Germany provides
an example. Germany’s constitution explicitly obligates the state to
protect the individual rights of residents without regard to citizen-
ship. The right of individual immigrants to political asylum in Ger-
many was particularly strong. Furthermore, the Federal Republic’s
institutional norms and legal structures reduce the opportunity for
extreme right-wing politicians to espouse claims of German racial
and cultural superiority. These institutions weaken the role of exclu-
sive citizenship laws in fomenting violence.

These examples suggest that those states who decide to remove
culture struggles from the political arena must do so through a net-
work of strong and supportive institutions. In many cases, however,
culture long ago entered that arena and was so intensely politicized
that it could not be removed. In those cases, cultural claims were
settled in nonviolent political competition, and institutions were
constructed to do the job.

In democratic systems, when cultural identities were histori-
cally transformed into political identities and when past grievances
and institutional barriers prevented minority groups from being
fully assimilated into the “nation,” some liberal democracies at-
tempted to bring minorities into the political community by provid-
ing for collective as well as individual political representation and
protection. They did this by constructing rules of political competi-
tion that avoided winner-takes-all outcomes, guaranteeing that mi-
norities had a political voice, and by proportional representation,
coalition governments, political guarantees for the divisions of key
offices among ethnic and religious groups, and reciprocal vetoes.
These rules ensured that identity politics would define the political
logic, but as long as political entrepreneurs acted within the rules
and as long as political institutions were strong enough to ensure
that they did, political conflict did not become violent and social
stability was enhanced. The problem of cultural conflict emerged
when cultural identity was politicized and some cultural groups
were excluded from the system of privilege.

The case of India illustrates. Linguistic difference provided the
criteria for the division of independent India into a system of federal
states—each state privileged its majority culture, often to the detri-
ment of minorities. Most minorities in those states, however, had
states of their own, and direct cultural conflict was diffused in this
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way. But the Sikhs, who had long spoken their own language and
whose political identity had been established through historical per-
secution and encouraged under British rule, were denied the privi-
lege of statehood. Sikhs saw themselves as a politically relevant
cultural group, excluded from an important and accepted form of
political participation. The result was a struggle for territorial inde-
pendence.

Obviously Communist systems eschewed this pluralist mode
of national incorporation of minorities. Indeed the division of the
Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia into “ethnic” repub-
lics was an attempt to gain loyalty to the central state by providing
universal citizenship and transforming ethnicity into a cultural/ad-
ministrative identity, thereby preventing its reemergence as a domi-
nant political force. At the same time, central authorities provided
those administrative units with some autonomy and collective rep-
resentation to ensure their loyalty to the socialist system. This system
intensified the political relevance of ethnicity, negating the effect to
depoliticize it, but channeled it in nonviolent political competition.

As Philip Roeder’s essay elaborates, this Communist system of
ethnofederalism created ethnically distinct political elites in the So-
viet Union. These elites, who were accountable to central authorities
in Moscow, also controlled access to scarce resources, such as edu-
cation, the media, and entrance into coveted professions. That con-
trol facilitated the creation of what Roeder calls Soviet “ethnic
machines” and what Derlugian calls ethnic and religious “patron-
age networks,” whose leaders exchanged resources for loyalty from
the titular ethnic group. Although the leaders were accountable to
Moscow, the machines and networks made it difficult for Moscow
to alter those local practices and thus gave local leaders wide-rang-
ing autonomy. It was in this way that ethnicity became politically
relevant; titular ethnic groups came to believe that they had unique
political rights and unique access to resources distributed in the
political arena.

The contrasting cases of Ajaria and Abkhazia are apt illustra-
tions of how this system created and maintained politicized cultural
identity in the Soviet Union. As I will discuss below in this essay,
they also illustrate how such systems are prone to violence once state
institutions begin to fail. Ajarian elites once made a bid to become a
titular nationality, but Georgian authorities could block this effort
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with Moscow’s support because it was seen as a Communist struggle
against a religious political movement; Moscow’s goal, of course,
was to rid the new state of religion’s political power. When Ajarian
elites thus lost the battle over their status as a titular nationality,
Ajaria became an integral part of Georgia, subordinate to Tbilisi, and
Ajaris began to identify themselves politically as Georgians.

As Derluguian argues, the Abkhazes, in contrast, won the status
of a titular nationality over Georgia’s objections. That status, in turn,
made Abkhazia a republic and thus made it equal in rank with Geor-
gia. Because local Abkhazian political elites were now accountable
to Moscow and not to Tbilisi, they gained enormous access to power
resources and economic benefits. Abkhazes came to occupy a dispro-
portionate number of administrative and political positions and
gained control over much of the agricultural production of the most
lucrative crops. The “ethnic machine” fought to prevent Ab- khazian
farms from being collectivized, thus allowing them to remain
autonomous, while the land cultivated by the majority Georgian
population came under collective and centralized control. Der-
luguian’s comparison suggests that divergent allocative institutions
weakened Ajarian political identity and strengthened Abkhazian po-
litical identity.

There are striking similarities between the Yugoslav case and
that of Abkhazia, and between Bulgaria and Ajaria, in both the levels
of communal violence after the fall of communism and the institu-
tional structure created under communism. In Yugoslavia, ethnically
defined republics legitimated the political relevance of cultural iden-
tity. Although ultimately accountable to the central government in
Belgrade, political elites found that they could use funds distributed
from the center to the republics to build a political power base at the
local (republic) level in order to mobilize and gain the political loy-
alty of their culturally defined populations.

Bulgaria, in contrast, was a unitary state, and the Pomak popu-
lation was fully integrated into the nation. Because historically there
had been only a weak and ultimately failed effort to construct a
Pomak political identity, there was no need for the Communist re-
gime to single out the Pomaks for either special repression or privi-
lege. If anything, the Pomaks were coincidentally privileged because
they enjoyed “border benefits”—that is, development funds that
were granted to the border regions of the Rhodopes in which they

524  Beverly Crawford



lived. They thus attained a higher than average standard of living
for the region. Nonetheless, because Bulgaria was a small and uni-
tary state, these border benefits were doled out directly from the
central government to the border populations; unlike in Yugoslavia
and the Soviet Union, there were no intermediary political entrepre-
neurs who could control the distribution of those benefits in order
to enhance their own power base. In short, Pomaks identified them-
selves first and foremost as Bulgarians.

Like India, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union, Malaysia con-
structed rules of collective representation, allocation, and participa-
tion. Of course, as noted above, Malaysia’s citizenship laws are inclu-
sive, based on British colonial statutes. These laws prevented
Malaysia from becoming an Islamic state. Nonetheless, Islamic politi-
cal elites made certain that Islam would become a state religion, de-
fining educational and dominant cultural practices. The codified
dominance of Malay culture and religion led minority Chinese citi-
zens to organize and struggle for collective political representation,
thus intensifying the political relevance of cultural identity. The Chi-
nese created their own political party, the MCA, and won electoral
victories.7 But when radical Islam threatened to polarize the Malay
community, it was absorbed by UNMO, the moderate Islamic catch-
all party, in much the same way that Germany’s Christian Democrats
and England’s Conservative Party absorbed right-wing extremists.
Thus while the political relevance of ethnic identity was legitimated
in the political arena, the political relevance of religious identity was
minimized.

Malaysia also implemented policies of collective resource alloca-
tion. After the pivotal riot of 1969, in which Malays violently opposed
a Chinese election victory, a New Economic Policy (NEP) was initiated.
It was intended to eliminate absolute poverty, especially among the
Malay peasantry, and create an “affirmative action” program guaran-
teeing quotas for Malays in education, employment, and government
contracts to counterbalance Chinese economic dominance. The system
was considered relatively fair by all cultural groups because all were
provided access to resources and representation.

In sum, in all of our cases, cultural identity became politically
relevant in historical struggles over resources. But in some cases, that
relevance was deeper and more widespread than in others. What
matters most to our puzzle of cultural conflict and its intensity, how-
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ever, is whether modern institutions “cemented” the logic of identity
politics, enabling it to define the logic of the political game. In most
places where violence was high, the institutions of central authority,
despite inclusive nationalist ideology, legitimated and thus ce-
mented that political relevance of cultural identity through the rules
of allocation and participation.

Germany and the Muslim-majority states are exceptions to
these findings. Of the industrial societies, Germany’s exclusive na-
tionalism and citizenship laws are associated with higher levels of
cultural violence than those found in other industrial countries, but
those levels are much lower than in Egypt and Algeria, which both
have inclusive citizenship and nonpreferential resource allocation.
And Malaysia, with its preferential policies of resource allocation,
has low levels of violence.

These exceptions suggest that while preferential institutions
may cement the practice of identity politics, that practice will not
automatically lead to cultural conflict. And though they may try to
block that practice, they are not always successful. Institutions must
be strong enough to channel cultural conflict in the political arena in
peaceful competition or to create other incentives for political com-
petition that weaken the political relevance of culture. The key to the
peaceful practice of competitive identity politics—the intervening
variable between identity politics and violence—seems to be institu-
tional legitimacy and strength. Nonetheless, cultural conflict still
arises in areas, like Germany and England, where institutions have
remained strong. And communal conflict has been absent in many
multicultural societies, like Bulgaria, whose institutions have col-
lapsed. Thus institutional weakness must work together with other
factors in order to trigger cultural conflict. In the pages to follow,
therefore, I assess the weight of institutional strength, transforma-
tion, decline, and collapse in relation to the incentives and constraints
provided by institutional legacies in our general explanation of com-
munal violence.

INSTITUTIONAL LEGITIMACY AND STRENGTH

The most enduring institutions upholding the social contract
are found in the Western industrial democracies. Their political in-
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stitutions are resilient, their bureaucracies efficient, their economies
robust, and loyalty to the nation strong. State institutions in indus-
trial democracies are stable enough to cushion society against shocks
imposed by changes in the international economy; they possess the
capabilities to withstand the international economic vacillations that
have severely weakened the allocative institutions in less developed
countries. When allocative institutions are strong, they sustain the
state’s commitment to uphold the social contract. When those insti-
tutions are weakened or even when their rules are changed, the
credibility of those commitments is reduced, and it is then that po-
litical entrepreneurs have the opportunity to propose alternative so-
cial contracts and mobilize support in their favor.

England’s political institutions were capable of countering ef-
forts to undermine citizenship rights, maintaining majoritarian elec-
toral laws, and creating allocative institutions to mitigate racial
tensions. Germany’s political institutions protected individual
rights of residents, regardless of whether they were citizens or not.
And constitutional constraints created and perpetuated widespread
social norms that weakened the political appeals of the far right, and
even threatened their very existence, should they challenge those
norms. In the 1970s and 1980s, these institutions were disrupted in
both countries, but the norms they created were resilient, and the
conflict that did emerge was sporadic and short-lived.

The Communist institutions of inclusive membership and
ethnofederalism combined with the repressive apparatus of the state
to mitigate ethnic conflict in the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia.
All political elites were accountable to Moscow and Belgrade. Ac-
cording to Derluguian, these institutions played a successful stabi-
lizing role during the 1920s and continued to support Soviet state
order for almost seven decades. Indeed the institution of ethnofed-
eralism provided a much more important “glue” to hold the USSR
together than did Communist ideology. Until the fall of communism
in Yugoslavia, the institutions of ethnofederalism, though weakened
by economic pressures and policies of decentralization, prevented
succession turmoil and the outbreak of violent ethnic conflict. Bul-
garia, in contrast, was a unitary state with a strong Communist gov-
ernment until 1989. Allocative institutions privileged party members
and functionaries rather than particular ascriptive groups. Pomak
cultural identity thus remained depoliticized under strong institu-
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tions of universal citizenship and nondiscriminating resource allo-
cation.

In Egypt and Algeria, the political relevance of Muslim identity
was initially weakened by a network of institutional arrangements
that accompanied formal independence after World War II. These
institutions privileged interest-based political competition in a
democratic framework, state-initiated economic development, and
import-substitution industrialization. In both states, secular govern-
ments upheld a social contract which did not privilege any religious
group, despite the existence of Muslim-majority populations. Al-
though the institutions that upheld that nonsectarian social contract
were weak in Algeria and Egypt, that weakness was masked by the
oil boom of 1971–74, which initiated a surge of state-centered devel-
opment, leading to rising incomes. Rising incomes, in turn, bolstered
secular nationalism and kept political Islam at bay.

These examples and our overall findings suggest that institu-
tional strength plays an important role in mitigating violence in so-
cieties where identity politics dominates the political process. And
it provides an important firebreak to the practice of identity politics
in those societies where cultural identity has not become politically
relevant and where institutions structure the logic of the political
game to promote class and interest group competition. As long as
ethnofederalism remained strong in former Communist countries,
identity politics was peacefully channeled through patronage net-
works. As long as the secular state remained strong in Muslim-ma-
jority states, political Islam was held at bay. As long as the secular
state in India remained strong, cultural competition and conflict re-
mained relatively nonviolent and repressed. And Germany’s strong
liberal institutions prevented the far right from mobilizing the popu-
lation with extreme nativist sentiments.

But institutional weakness alone cannot fully explain the out-
break of cultural violence and variation in its intensity. Communism
collapsed in Bulgaria and Ajaria, yet cultural conflict did not turn
violent. In part, we believe, this was because previous institutions
had not politicized cultural identity. Conflict did break out in Ger-
many, where institutions were relatively strong. The evidence sug-
gests that this was because cultural identity is politicized in
Germany by citizenship laws. And conflict erupted in Egypt and
Algeria, where institutions had attempted to inhibit the practice of
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political Islam. We believe that those institutions were always fragile
and that given the precepts of Islamic faith, where Islam was consid-
ered a political force, a secular state would have had to be much
stronger than it actually was if religion were to be removed from the
political arena. Indeed in Malaysia, elites did not even try to con-
struct a secular state, and the moderate Islamic state that they built
was able to coopt political Islam and block extremist elements. Thus
we must conclude that cultural violence is not only a function of
institutional weakness, but also results from a confluence of institu-
tional legacies and current incentives, openings for cultural conflict
that emerge in institutional transformation and overall institutional
strength. Table 1 summarizes the argument.

INSTITUTIONAL WEAKNESS, POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS, ETHNIC
BANDWAGONING, AND EXTERNAL ALLIANCES

In all of the states under consideration here, ethnic and sectar-
ian violence was absent or minimal when state institutions that
either upheld the social contract or repressed dissent were strong.
This is true of states that legitimated the political relevance of cul-
tural identity and states that did not. Thus state strength is often
mistaken for the cause of cultural peace, and state weakness and
collapse is mistaken for the cause of cultural conflict. The importance
of this variable is captured in commonplace, intuitive, and partly
correct accounts of the rise of ethnic and sectarian conflict after the
collapse of communism and the end of the cold war.8 Most of these
accounts, however, are unreflective of deeper causes or roughly
linked to primordial explanations. The tendency is to ascribe these
conflicts to the vanished “lid on the pot” once provided by central
authority. But an overemphasis on the lid obscures the importance
of the ingredients in the pot and the intensity of the heat.

The thrust of this book’s argument is that the causes are more
complex and have to do with the terms of the social contract and
how changing, weakening, and collapsing institutions affect them.
As the stories told here have suggested, institutional strength is rela-
tive and sometimes ephemeral. Some states collapse without being
revived before violence sets in. Others collapse but are transformed
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Table 1

Institutional Legacies and Current Incentives as Factors of Cultural Violence

Country/ Identity Resource State Politicized
Region Transformation Membership Allocation Strength Identity

Yugoslavia World War II atrocities Inclusive Ethnofederalism  Eroding until 1991 Ethnic machines

Abkhazia Created by Soviet state Inclusive Ethnofederalism High until 1991 Ethnic machines

Algeria Latent political Islam Inclusive No cultural preferences Weak  Secular state briefly
weakens political Islam

Punjab Mughal repression, Inclusive Sikh exclusions Central  High
(Sikhs) eighteenth-century from cultural state

 autonomy, British preferences in strong
divide and rule  independent India until oil crisis

Kashmir British divide and Inclusive Secular vs. See Punjab  High
rule religious parties

Egypt Latent political Inclusive No cultural Strong until Secular state briefly
Islam preferences after 1974 weakens political Islam

Germany Nation-building Exclusive Welfare state, obligation High until 1990, Ethnic Germans
to protect individual rights after 1991 vs. foreigners; high

United States Nation-building Inclusive Majoritarian High Limited

England Nation-building Inclusive Majority catch-all High Weak identity
parties politics

Bulgaria Language weakens Inclusive Equal repression, High until  Weak/no identity
(Pomaks) Muslim political identity collective farms 1989 politics

Malaysia Islamic state, Inclusive Cultural preferences High  Democratic
political minorities identity politics

Ajaria Weak, reversible Inclusive No ethno- High until No identity
conversions federalism 1991 politics



in ways that renew an acceptable social contract. Others are gradu-
ally weakened and slowly withdraw from support of the social con-
tract. Others are simply disrupted and are flexible enough to revive
their commitments to social order. Still others are actually strength-
ened over time. The puzzle is that while all strong states maintained
social peace—hardly a puzzle at all—some multicultural states that
experienced a total collapse of their institutions also remained at
peace. And some strong states undergoing marginal institutional
transformation began to experience cultural conflict, even though
they were subsequently able to contain it. Our stories suggest that
state weakness and collapse must be combined with other forces to
cause cultural conflict.

Our second set of propositions suggests that when state insti-
tutions are weakened, transformed, or simply disrupted by internal
or external forces, cultural violence will erupt and become more
violent in those places that had previously politicized culture. Vio-
lence is less likely—even where states have collapsed—in those
places where culture had not been previously politicized. The odds
of violence increase when institutions either encourage band-
wagoning effects or are too weak to stop them and when alliances
form across borders with cultural “brethren” who encourage vio-
lence.

Weakened and transforming institutions seem to always create
an opportunity for the emergence of political entrepreneurs who
wish to shift the changing and uncertain distribution of power in
their favor. Whether those political entrepreneurs decide to politicize
culture in their bid for power depends upon their calculations of the
surest strategy for success. Usually, they decide to politicize culture
only if they believe that they will gain a following in targeted groups.
The stories told here have suggested that belief is bolstered if at least
one of two conditions holds: if previous institutions cemented the
logic of identity politics so that resources are available for cultural
mobilization, or if economic hardships have fallen disproportion-
ately on distinct cultural groups, providing a concrete justification
for political grievances that the political entrepreneur can transform
into a resource for support. In this section, I review our cases in light
of the institutional incentives that might create a demand for the
goods that political entrepreneurs fomenting cultural conflict have
to offer; in the last section, I examine economic conditions in the
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cases under review to assess the extent of the “demand” for those
political goods that economic hardships create.

Recall from Lipschutz’s conceptual essay that political entre-
preneurs are “well-placed individuals who are able to develop or
carry plausible ‘stories’ of how and why particular social conditions
have come to pass.” They draw on collective memories of victimiza-
tion and heroism to specify those who bear “responsibility for those
conditions—and what must be done to rectify them.” Their central
goal is to mobilize populations to seize the institutions of the state
or to create states of their own. They can draw on cultural grievances
inherited from the past, but as Michael Urban reminds us here, these
grievances “admit to varying, even opposing, interpretations.” The
power of the interpretation, he argues, depends on the discursive
practices of the political entrepreneur—that is, on the power of the
language that he uses and the way that he deploys the “past” as a
weapon against his opponents.

Our cases show, however, that whether the language “works”
and whether political entrepreneurs will have the material and sym-
bolic resources to mobilize significant support depends significantly
on the institutional legacies that continue to shape the political game.
Institutional legacies can either intensify or attenuate the impact or
the political entrepreneur ’s story and the collective memories that
support it. These legacies vary with the intensity of conflict, as we
shall see below.

In Abkhazia and Yugoslavia, where violence has been intense
and protracted, the institution of ethnofederalism deeply politicized
ethnic and religious cleavages and provided resources to political
entrepreneurs in their effort to mobilize support, initiate band-
wagoning effects, and create cross-border alliances. In Ajaria and
Bulgaria, on the other hand, where cultural identity had not been so
deeply politicized, institutional collapse did indeed create space for
the rise of political entrepreneurs, but they had fewer resources with
which to politicize cultural identity. The relative absence of politi-
cized identity in these regions and lack of tangible resources to mo-
bilize support weakened those political entrepreneurs who would
perpetrate violence.

Singh’s account of Punjab and Kashmir suggests that slow in-
stitutional erosion correlated with increasing Sikh and Muslim de-
mands for autonomy in both regions. When resources from the
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center trickled to a halt, local elites in both regions attempted to gain
control of territory and resources that would enhance their power
base, much like they did in Abkhazia and Yugoslavia. The Indian
case differs, however, in that the repressive apparatus of the central
state retained the ability to contain bandwagoning effects, even
when Sikh emigres pressured Punjabi Sikhs to fight harder and when
alliances were made between extremists in Kashmir and Pakistan.
The state’s repressive apparatus was strong even while central allo-
cative institutions disintegrated. Because the army was able to sup-
press violence, the violence that did erupt was less intense.

Lubeck’s account of Egypt and Algeria suggests that state insti-
tutions in these two countries were riddled with corruption and
marked by patronage systems that weakened democratic practices
and perpetuated social and economic inequality. Algeria was the
weaker state, but its weakness was masked by the oil boom of the
1970s. The debt crisis of the 1980s, however, created a fiscal crisis in
both states that exposed their weaknesses. The exposure of the weak-
ened state in both countries, their desperate international alliances,
and their inability to meet the needs of their populations led to a
decline in secular nationalism and created a ripe opportunity for
entrepreneurs promoting political Islam to gain a foothold in both
societies. Islamic groups seeking political power were able to pro-
vide welfare services to those groups that the state had abandoned
and the market had defeated. They also provided these groups with
a messianic vision that promised them a “non-Western and distinctly
Islamic path to modernity and development.” Bandwagoning effects
followed the path described in the introduction to this volume: acts
of violence and civil disobedience on the part of extremists created
social pressure to join the bandwagon; the disaffected joined in as
well, and the ranks of groups promoting political Islam swelled.

The contrast between Egypt and Algeria highlights the impor-
tant role of institutions in either encouraging or inhibiting band-
wagoning effects that political entrepreneurs set in motion. While
the Egyptian state was able to repress mounting violence, the weaker
Algerian state was not. When, in 1991, the Islamic Salvation Front
(FIS) won a majority in the national assembly, the army took the
reigns of government, outlawing the FIS. With democratic alterna-
tives closed in a state much weaker than that of Egypt, the FIS took
up arms, and civil war was the result.
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In contrast to Egypt and Algeria, Malaysia maintained a strong
state in the wake of the oil boom and the debt crisis. This strength
was founded partly on Malaysia’s flexible political institutions. Elite
bargaining created alliances between ethnic groups that encouraged
political compromise. The compromises were credible because elites
had ample resources to distribute to those loyal to the alliance. And
a strong and flexible party system absorbed and thus neutralized
extreme Islamicist movements. Malaysia, with a diverse cultural
population, remained at peace. Nonetheless, if our argument to this
point is correct, a weakening of the Malaysian state in the future is
likely to lead to intense cultural conflict there because its political
institutions have indeed cemented the political relevance of cultural
identity.

In all of these cases, cultural violence was highest where states
that had previously politicized culture had collapsed. Violence was
lowest where states did not politicize culture, whether they col-
lapsed or not. Malaysia provides the exception, suggesting that state
strength and, more important, state legitimacy can keep the peace
where culture has been politicized. A comparison of Egypt, Algeria,
and India, however, still leaves an unsolved puzzle: Algeria had a
high level of violence, while Egypt and India had medium levels of
violence when states weakened. Yet Egypt and Algeria had not pre-
viously politicized culture, while India’s institutions had exacer-
bated cultural divisions. The state’s ability to repress violence in all
three states and the extreme roughness of our measurement limits
our ability to positively correlate the intensity of cultural conflict
with institutional legacies. The comparison of these three cases in
light of the others suggests only that where legacies of institutional
discrimination and privilege prevail, cultural conflict in a weakened
or collapsing state takes the form of successionist tendencies and is
likely to be higher; where those legacies were absent, political entre-
preneurs mobilize to capture the existing state, and the intensity of
conflict is likely to be lower unless the state is too weak to prevent
its violent capture.

England, Germany, and the United States provide examples of
industrial states that experienced a rise in right-wing nativist rheto-
ric and popular sentiment that correlated directly with a significant
weakening of the party structure in all three countries. Nonetheless,
in all three states, institutions providing legal protection of minori-
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ties were able to inhibit the bandwagoning effects that political en-
trepreneurs and their inflammatory rhetoric initiated.

In all three countries, the changing structure of the party system
created space for the rise of the extreme right, while the presence of
immigrant communities in the face of increasing unemployment
made some populations receptive to extreme right appeals. Band-
wagoning effects could take hold because in all three countries the
large integrating political parties experienced a “crisis of ideology”
that led to their decline in popularity.9 In England, the two major
parties, which had captured over 90 percent of the popular vote in
1959, received only 75 percent in 1974. Germany’s party fragmenta-
tion began a decade later. In the 1970s, the SPD and CDU/CSU could
collect over 90 percent of the vote, but in 1987, their share had de-
clined to 81.3 percent. In the 1990 elections, their share fell to 77.3
percent. In the United States, the percent of the population that ac-
tually voted decreased from a high in 1976 of 53.3 percent to 52
percent in 1980 to 50.1 percent in 1988.

Recent studies of shifts in party structure suggest that if politi-
cal parties begin to weaken or fragment, with larger catch-all parties
losing votes, those large parties attempt to recapture lost constituen-
cies by incorporating the smaller parties’ positions into their own
platforms. Smaller parties can espouse a “pure” ideological rhetoric,
often by creating sensational issues, since they expect to capture only
a small fraction of the vote or none at all; larger parties respond by
incorporating radical positions in digestible form to retain their tra-
ditional voters. Left-right dichotomies are diluted, and class-based
voting is replaced by issue-based voting.10 Larger parties are
tempted to embrace the extreme positions in order to retain the con-
stituencies that could be attracted to extremist parties.

In England, the structural weakening of the majoritarian elec-
toral system fanned the flames of National Front extremism, leading
it to espouse more extreme rhetoric than it would have if it had a
chance of winning a national election. Bandwagoning effects took
hold. The rise of the National Front, in the face of a declining con-
stituency, struck fear in the hearts of conservatives and encouraged
right-wing sentiments within conservative ranks. As a result, the
anti-immigrant Monday Club in the Conservative Party was born.
As Thomas writes, “The club opposed all nonwhite immigration and
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became the primary voice for illiberal, anti-immigration sentiment
in Parliament.”

Conservatives thus took up race as an issue in order to snatch
it from the National Front. And Margaret Thatcher began to pander
to the prejudices of National Front supporters. She further pro-
ceeded to destroy channels for effective political expression and rep-
resentation in poor communities. Police were increasingly removed
from the areas in which they worked, and they placed more empha-
sis on apprehending criminals than providing assistance. By the
1980s, police brutality, racial discrimination, and abuse of police
authority played an important role in triggering violence in minority
communities; that violence, in a political milieu of rising extreme
right rhetoric, was characterized in the media as “racially moti-
vated,” even though it was not. In fact, these riots were motivated
by the frustrations of unemployment and by the increasingly harsh
measures taken by the police in immigrant neighborhoods. Institu-
tional changes contributed to frustration and the motivation to re-
taliate against the police. But because dominant institutions had not
politicized cultural differences, the violence was not stimulated by
the racism and xenophobia that the extreme right had tried to culti-
vate.

Nonetheless, England’s flexible institutions were able to re-
spond to some of the grievances that had brought on the violence.
The central state responded with the offer of resources to deprived
urban neighborhoods. It also increased the number of minority-led
projects and increased funding for the Urban Programme. The ex-
treme right was subsequently neutralized and violence was attenu-
ated.

Bandwagoning effects triggered by party fragmentation and
successful institutional efforts to halt them were evident in Germany
as well. The rise of the extreme right in a fragmenting political sys-
tem led the conservative CDU to take an anti-foreigner stance in
order to capture lost voters. “Ethnic Germans” were still permitted
to enter Germany from abroad with full citizenship rights. Conven-
iently, these “ethnic Germans” were traditional right-wing voters,
and the CDU was eager to capture their support. But because they
were granted generous material benefits, tensions over immigration
rose, and the CDU’s interpretation was that the problems were
caused by “foreigners”—that is, nonethnic German immigrants. The
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CDU thus moved to change the constitution to restrict immigration
of nonethnic Germans. The SPD opposed this amendment, and po-
litical gridlock was the result.

This gridlock, Leslie argues, opened space for the far right to
shape the political rhetoric and focus it on anti-foreigner sentiments.
And when the Republikaner exploited nativist frustrations with for-
eign residents, exclusive citizenship laws channeled that frustration
and the increasingly hostile rhetoric toward non-German immi-
grants. As Leslie writes, “The [CDU and CSU’s] choice to frame
issues according to the formula of ‘misuse of asylum’ . . . created the
polarized and deadlocked environment” in which the appeal of far
right parties on “foreigners” found resonance with voters.

The rise of the far right increased the hostility of anti-foreigner
rhetoric and thus created an atmosphere in which the odds of vio-
lence against foreigners increased in typical bandwagoning fashion.
But the far right did not cause the violence. Before 1989, strong lib-
eral institutions shaped far right behavior to the rules of parliamen-
tary institutions and competitive politics in the FRG. And in the
GDR, strong state institutions upheld social controls that blocked all
dissent. It was the collapse of those institutions and Germany’s uni-
fication that opened the door to violence. The near absence of politi-
cal institutions and social cohesion in the East led to the spontaneous
formation of skinhead groups whose members looked to one another
for identity and community. When the stipulations of the unification
treaty on immigration were implemented, large numbers of immi-
grants moved East; the confluence of right-wing rhetoric, the ab-
sence of institutions to ensure social order, large numbers of
dislocated and unemployed youth organized in skinhead groups
eager to jump on the nativist bandwagon, and an influx of immi-
grants ensured a violent explosion. And violence fed on itself as it
strengthened social bonds in skinhead groups. As noted above, how-
ever, Germany’s political institutions protected individual rights of
residents, whether or not they were immigrants. And constitutional
constraints on extremist parties prevented them from obtaining real
political power. Thus when institutional strength in the East was
restored, violence abated, and liberal norms in the West, bolstered
by constitutional constraints on extremist activity, further weakened
the far right and inhibited the political mobilization efforts of its
political entrepreneurs.
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Finally, in the United States, a decline in discipline and cohesion
in the major parties weakened their capacity to govern because they
could not ensure enough party solidarity to push through assertive
policies. Political gridlock resulted at the federal level, exacerbating
the crisis of legitimacy brought on by the policy failures of the 1960s.

Indeed the 1960s brought a surge of activist state efforts to
achieve greater social integration of diverse cultural groups. But
because of the weakness of federal institutions—designed deliber-
ately to be weak through the separation of power and other features
of the Madisonian system—these programs could not be success-
fully implemented. Central institutions simply did not have the ca-
pabilities to carry out interventionist policies. The result was a series
of policy disasters that began to undermine public support—particu-
larly the support of moderates—for federal intervention. Those dis-
asters created an opportunity for political entrepreneurs to draw on
the institutional legacy of decentralization and the limited state to
mobilize support for a sustained effort to dismantle federal institu-
tions.11

By the 1970s, federal government gridlock and the absence of
party discipline in a political atmosphere of declining federal legiti-
macy permitted political mavericks to rise within the party system.12

Political victory went to those entrepreneurs who offered increas-
ingly extreme positions on the dismantling of the central govern-
ment. Indeed Reagan, like Thatcher, was able to mobilize support by
polarizing politics and promising increasing federal government de-
centralization.13

Ronnie Lipschutz argues here that political opportunity for the
rise of extremist proponents of nativist policies was created by party
mavericks who had launched this attack on federal government and
who were increasingly supported by the more moderate political
elements. As public doubt about the continuing legitimacy of central
authority spread, an atmosphere was created in which mainstream
political entrepreneurs could attack federal welfare policies that
transferred shrinking national resources to the poor—including
large numbers of immigrants and ethnic minorities. And politicians’
attacks on central authority and federal policies, as well as their
increasing practice of divisive identity politics, created an atmos-
phere that nourished the growth of more extreme right-wing mili-
tias, the Patriot Movement and the Northwest Imperative. But in the
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United States, as in England and Germany, liberal institutions were
able to block widespread influence of these groups. The relatively
strong inclusive institutions of citizenship and participation inhib-
ited bandwagoning effects and prevented the opening for extremist
violence against foreigners that emerged in Germany. Right-wing
militias have yet to become involved in violence against ethnic and
religious minorities. Instead, violence has been directed against the
central government, most notably in the bombing of the Oklahoma
federal building in 1995.

Lipschutz argues, however, that this lack of systematic cultural
violence does not mean that it will not erupt in the future if the
institutions of central authority continue to lose their legitimacy.
Ethnic and religious minority rights continue to be protected by
governmental institutions. This protection of collective rights, in-
tended to bolster other social integration efforts, has ironically trig-
gered a backlash, with increasing calls for protection of the
individual against collective minority rights and privileges. Those
calls can become a pretext for political entrepreneurs in a transform-
ing institutional environment to espouse xenophobic and racist ide-
ologies in an effort to mobilize support for the “protection” of an
ethnically defined majority.

A comparison of the three industrial democracies reveals the
importance of institutional incentives, legitimacy, and strength to the
reduction of violence. Nonetheless, the weight of each of these fac-
tors is difficult to measure. Of the three cases, only the German story
suggests that institutional legacies provided an incentive for politi-
cal entrepreneurs to espouse nativist sentiments and politicize cul-
ture. Nothing in the stories told so far tells us why entrepreneurs in
England and the United States decided to politicize culture as op-
posed to other potential social divisions. To understand that decision
and why it was a useful tool to mobilize support, we must turn to
the political economy of cultural conflict. Comparisons among all
our cases, however, roughly suggest a set of general causes of ethnic
and sectarian conflict. In all of our cases, the weakening of some or
all key state institutions that upheld the social contract opened a
window of opportunity for political entrepreneurs who mobilized
popular support by exploiting cultural divisions. Whether they suc-
ceeded in getting their bandwagons rolling depended on three
things: institutional legacies of discrimination and privilege, the
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strength of their cross-border alliances, and the strength of institu-
tions that could block their progress. But it was institutional strength
and the absence of a legacy of the practice of identity politics that
mattered the most to the absence of intense cultural conflict.

The cases suggest that bandwagoning effects and the formation
of cross-border cultural alliances leading to cultural violence are
highest in collapsed states that had deeply politicized cultural iden-
tity. Where cultural identity was not previously politicized, band-
wagoning effects and cross-border alliances were weaker, and
collapsed states did not experience cultural violence. Table 2 sum-
marizes this argument. The two problems of similar levels of vio-
lence in states that had politicized culture and states that did not,
and the motivations of political entrepreneurs to play the ethnic card
in states with relatively weak legacies of identity politics, still re-
main. I turn to a discussion of the political economy of cultural
conflict in order to seek solutions to these problems.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Until this point, our assessment has suggested that the kind and
degree of institutional collapse combined with degree of politicized
cultural identity explain the outbreak of violence and its intensity.
The final leg of our argument proposes that variations in legacies of
economic discrimination and privilege largely contribute to the in-
tensity of the political relevance of cultural identity. And the kind
and degree of institutional transformation—collapse, decline, or dis-
ruption—can largely be explained by the state’s position in the in-
ternational economy, its ability to withstand the negative forces of
globalization, and the economic disruption of liberalization. Further,
the more intense the legacy of politicized cultural identity, the more
material resources available to ethnic and sectarian political entre-
preneurs when central states weaken. Political entrepreneurs with
the most material resources will be the winners in political competi-
tion. Finally, economic hardships that fall directly and dispropor-
tionately on culturally defined social groups create the demand for
the goods that ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs promise
to deliver. I now turn to the evidence for these final propositions.
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Table 2

Strength of Institutions and Cross-Border Cultural Alliances as Factors of Cultural Violence

Cultural Level of
Country State promotes Institutions Alliances Bandwagoning Violence

Yugoslavia Identity politics Collapse Yes Yes High

Abkhazia Identity politics Collapse Yes Yes High

Algeria Secular politics/ Collapse Yes Yes High
social integration

Punjab Identity politics/ Decline Yes Yes Medium
social integration

Kashmir Identity politics/ Decline Yes Yes Medium
social integration

Egypt Secular politics/ Decline Yes Yes Medium
social integration

Germany Identity politics/ Collapse and Few Yes but halted  Low/medium
social integration  transformation

 in the East

United States Social integration Disruption No Halted Low

England Social integration Disruption No Halted Low

Bulgaria Social integration Collapse and No No None
 transformation

Ajaria Social integration Collapse and No No None
 transformation

Malaysia Identity politics Growing strength No None



Post-Communist regions varied significantly in their legacies
of economic discrimination and privilege along cultural lines. We
saw above that in Abkhazia and Yugoslavia, the institution of
ethnofederalism cemented the political relevance of cultural identity,
and it was most clearly associated with cultural violence after com-
munism’s collapse. What perpetuated that institution was the flow
of material resources allocated according to ascriptive “ethnic” cri-
teria. Abkhazian farmers received more subsidies and experienced
less central control than Georgian farmers in Abkhazia; ethnic ma-
chines provided a disproportionate share of jobs in the government
bureaucracy for Abkhazes. In Yugoslavia as well, ethnofederalism
took the form of distinct ethnic republics; investment funds were
provided to these republics by the central state partly according to
political and ascriptive criteria rather than economic rationality. As-
criptive allocation fostered both resentment and perceptions of in-
trinsic “rights” to further resources from the center. This system
fostered mutual resentments and suspicions of other republics; re-
sentments, suspicions, and belief in one’s own collective intrinsic
rights to resources solidified ethnic identity, weakened loyalty to the
central government, and reinforced the dominant logic of identity
politics at the federal level. In both Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union,
however, as long as the central state was relatively strong, ethnofed-
eralism functioned as a channel for effective if not efficient resource
distribution, despite the resentments and fears that it nourished. It
was when the central state weakened and finally collapsed that those
resentments and fears became resources for mobilization in the
hands of political entrepreneurs espousing violent secession and
capture of territory.

The roots of collapse can be traced to the beginning of the cold
war and the position of these countries in the international economy.
In the Soviet Union, Stalin refused to become part of the new postwar
international economic order and attempted to steer the Soviet Un-
ion in the direction of economic autarky.14 But Soviet growth rates
fell—not only because of the distortions of central planning, but also
because of the inefficiencies of autarky. The Soviet bloc found itself
on the sidelines in the race for economic prosperity as its technical
expertise in commercial industry began to lag far behind the indus-
trial capitalist nations. Throughout the cold war, technology gaps
between the USSR and the West widened and multiplied.15 Only
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when Gorbachev came to power did the Soviet regime open the
floodgates to the international economy and begin the process of
creating internal markets.16 These moves were initially widely sup-
ported by Soviet economic elites, who (it would now appear rightly)
believed that the USSR would not remain a great military power
unless it could raise the technological level of its industry to meet
the standards of global competition. Opening to the West was one of
the many strategies of renewal constructed to meet this goal.

Domestic reforms and market ties with the West, however, ob-
viously failed to shore up the declining economy. Because internal
economic rigidities still persisted, Western technology was pur-
chased as a substitute for economic restructuring; Soviet planners
knew that if they tried to compete in the international economy with
sales of oil, timber, furs, and other commodities, they would never
be as competitive as states that produced computers, advanced com-
ponents, and new materials. If Soviet industries were to compete in
the world market, innovative technology would have to be im-
ported. But the hard currency that was required for the technology
purchases necessary to the production of these goods could be
earned only through increased exports. Export earnings, however,
were subject to the vagaries of commodity markets, and when they
could not cover imports, technology had to be purchased with West-
ern credits.

Growing internal economic weakness meant that the Soviet Un-
ion and the rest of the Warsaw Pact countries were eventually
plunged into debt to purchase technology and consumer goods and
raise wages to stave off domestic unrest. East European and later
Soviet debt to the West reached dangerously high levels in the 1980s,
only to be reduced by drastic cuts in Western imports and massive
rescheduling. Subsequent decreases in economic growth rates and
decline in living standards squeezed populations who could no
longer be mobilized by ideological appeals. The collapse of the cen-
tral state was inevitable.

Yugoslavia experienced a similar path of debt-led institutional
decline. After 1973, the fourfold increase in the price of oil combined
with a decline in the economic growth rate to trigger expanded bor-
rowing on international markets. Western banks and their govern-
ments were only too eager to provide balance of payments financing
and additional export credits. The accumulation of petrodollars in
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Western banks, combined with the l974 recession, freed loan capital
as lenders scrambled to compete for business. Like most other bor-
rowers, Yugoslavia had little difficulty in arranging loans on excel-
lent terms in a financial environment marked by excessive liquidity
and overcompetition among lenders. Borrowing created an artificial
sense of economic well-being. Consumers became increasingly de-
pendent on imports, and exports became increasingly uncompeti-
tive. As imports grew faster than exports, repaying the debt in
convertible currency became increasingly difficult. New loans were
needed to service old ones.

As the external debt exploded and as the global recession closed
export markets, regional conflicts over the distribution of economic
resources contributed to economic decline. Recall that the regionally
based allocation of resources in Yugoslavia increased local power
and the political strength of local political entrepreneurs at the ex-
pense of the central state. As the various regional political elites
gained increasing autonomy from the federal government, they be-
gan to follow self-protective import substitution policies, leading to
important losses in economies of scale. Furthermore, the regional
governments did not coordinate foreign exchange stockpiles. The
absence of coordination led to fragmentation of economic activity
and the reduction of the stock of available capital for new invest-
ment. The resulting losses of revenue to the central government
helped to undermine its ability to resist further regional encroach-
ments on its effort to coordinate economic activity.

In the period after the collapse of the central state, the Yugoslav
situation differed from that of Abkhazia in that the disintegration of
federal control over resources created opportunities for regional of-
ficials in ethnic republics to seize assets and gain political support.
Local Abkhazian officials, on the other hand, were cut off from their
patronage networks in Moscow with the Soviet collapse. Bereft of
internal resources, they looked outward to potential alliances and
received enough military support from Russia and trans-Caucusus
alliances to defeat the Georgians.

In contrast to both of these areas, Bulgaria and Ajaria had not
developed a system of ascriptive resource allocation. Therefore, the
collapse of central control in the face of economic crisis did not leave
ethnic or sectarian political entrepreneurs with internal resources to
exchange for political support. Nonetheless, in Bulgaria, given the
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“cultural division of labor” under which Pomaks and Turks were
largely employed in uncompetitive and inefficient tobacco indus-
tries and farming, a transition to a market economy left a dispropor-
tionate number of Muslims unemployed. Economic hardship made
them available for reassignment to a new political identity, and sec-
tarian political entrepreneurs—like Kamen Burov—attempted to
cash in on the discontent in an effort to gain political support. With
only a Pomak identity and no material resources to offer, however,
Burov’s efforts were less than successful. Economic factors thus ex-
plain the political entreprenereurs’ decisions to exploit cultural
grievances for political advantage, but institutional incentives and
constraints explain whether they can get the bandwagon rolling or
not.

With no system of preferential resource allocation in Egypt and
Algeria, political Islam was relatively weak, particularly during the
Fordist period of state-led development and the oil boom that pro-
vided an expanding economic pie and full employment. Although
the seeds of political Islam were planted much earlier and although
Islam has an important political component, Paul Lubeck argues
here that Islamic activism was transformed into a movement capable
of seizing state power only with the breakdown of Fordism.

For Egypt and Algeria, as for many other economies around the
globe, the Fordist period from 1945 to 1971–74 was associated with
steady economic growth and rising incomes. Fordism encouraged
state intervention in the economy, its direct and indirect control of
basic industries, and import substitution industrialization. It was
during this period that elites in Muslim-majority states successfully
subordinated political Islam to state-led developmental goals.

But the Fordist era ended with the oil shocks of the 1970s, and
at the same time, these states became increasingly integrated into the
international economy. Oil rents were consumed rather than in-
vested. When these oil rents were spent, political elites in Egypt and
Algeria began to borrow on world markets and eventually had to
implement structural adjustment programs mandated by interna-
tional lending institutions. These programs initially led to a drop in
aggregate income, reduced state subsidies, and forced government
withdrawal from welfare programs. In this environment, political
Islam could thrive, and the state had nothing to offer in order to
entice potential recruits away. Indeed, as Lubeck notes here, the
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groups who were most successful in gaining adherents were the FIS
and the Muslim Brotherhood. With their transnational networks of
Islamic groups as a resource base, they were able to create charitable
associations, welfare services, schools, and hospitals, offering tangi-
ble benefits to needy populations.

Egypt and Algeria thus conform to our predictions about the
role of economic factors in cultural conflict. At the outset, the secular
state made no cultural distinctions with regard to economic discrimi-
nation and privilege; indeed these were states where Islam was the
state religion. But widespread hardship brought on by a flawed pol-
icy response to the oil boom and the effects of increasing external
debt weakened the political institutions that upheld the secular so-
cial contract. Widespread unemployment and rising poverty were
the unavoidable marks of a broken social contract in both countries.
Political space was thus opened for sectarian entrepreneurs promot-
ing the goals of political Islam to mobilize support in opposition to
the secular state. Those with tangible resources to offer gained the
most support for their efforts.

In contrast, Malaysia experienced steady economic growth and
rising incomes between 1945 and 1974 and stable investment pat-
terns during this period. Rather than attempting to construct a secu-
lar state, elites created a program for economic distribution along
cultural lines. A system of equitable income distribution and export-
oriented industrialization increased loyalty to the state. Cultural
conflict was thus contained by a growing economic pie and the chan-
neling of cultural disputes into arenas of legitimate political compe-
tition.

India’s system of ascriptive allocation had historically led to
conflicts among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs. Economic discrimina-
tion exacerbated these conflicts. When the central government sepa-
rated Punjab into two states—a Sikh-majority state of Punjab and a
new Hindu-majority state of Haryana—there was no clear decision
on how river waters were to be split. Both Sikh and Hindu politicians
used the grievance over river waters to mobilize the support of their
respective populations for their political platforms.

Sikh grievances focused not only on valuable and contested
water rights, but also on long-term issues of perceived economic
discrimination. The Green Revolution had made Punjab the bread-
basket of India, but the central government controlled crop procure-
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ment, and Sikh farmers, believing that they could gain more if their
crops were sold in a free market, resented state control. Sikhs further
resented Hindu dominance in trade and commerce in Punjab. Fi-
nally, the central government had starved Punjab of funds for indus-
trial investment in order to promote it as an agricultural region. Each
of these grievances deepened the relevance of Sikh political identity
and made the Sikh population available for mobilization by political
entrepreneurs seeking autonomy.

Although Kashmir historically enjoyed more autonomy from
India than Punjab, it was a Muslim-majority region with a powerful
Hindu minority that demanded full incorporation within India.
While Pakistan pushed for Kashmir’s incorporation as a Muslim-ma-
jority region, Kashmir’s leader, Abdullah, attempted to steer a mid-
dle course by seeking autonomy within India and holding to secular
principles that would place him above religious cleavages. The cen-
tral Indian government, however, seemed to favor the Hindu minor-
ity, and when Abdullah attempted to implement land reform that
would benefit the majority Muslim population, Hindu landlords re-
sisted and the central government came to their aid. Religious cleav-
ages were thus deepened by perceived economic injustice, and
intense conflict was the result.

The conflicts in both Punjab and Kashmir intensified as the
allocative resources of the central Indian government declined. The
oil crisis of the early 1970s affected India in roughly the same way
that it affected Yugoslavia. Exploding oil prices and the increasing
demands for fertilizer brought on by the Green Revolution led to
expanded borrowing on international markets. Export markets con-
tracted under the weight of the global recession, but petroleum-
based imports continued to expand. With growing deficits, foreign
debt skyrocketed as well. In this environment of shrinking resources,
unrest mounted. Indira Gandhi distributed spoils to those who dem-
onstrated personal loyalty to her and abandoned general welfare
policies that would benefit the Indian population as a whole.

Economic factors, therefore, worked in much the way we pre-
dicted to exacerbate cultural conflict in India. Economic discrimina-
tion and disproportionate hardships suffered by both Sikhs in
Punjab and Muslims in Kashmir provided widespread incentives for
secession. International oil shocks and the resulting debt crisis in
India withdrew resources that the state could have used to promote
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social stability. Political entrepreneurs were able to mobilize support
for secession on the basis of economic grievances, and violence
erupted as the central state resisted secession. The state’s repressive
resources, however, remained intact, and chronic violence has been
regularly suppressed.

The consequences of the trend in economic liberalization in
India, however, do not appear to conform to our predictions. We
suggested that by further shrinking state resources, liberalization
policies would exacerbate conflict. In Punjab, liberalization may well
have the opposite effect: restrictions of the central state on industrial
investment are being lifted under liberalization policies; new indus-
trial investment funds will erase discriminatory policies practiced in
the past and, as Singh suggests, “defuse some of the conflicts over
how to slice the economic pie.” By depriving the population of griev-
ances, liberalization policies may also deprive Sikh political entre-
preneurs of the resources they need for social mobilization. Thus the
effect is likely to be the opposite of that in Egypt and Algeria, where
Islamist political entrepreneurs were able to offer tangible goods in
exchange for support. And it is likely to be the opposite of that
experienced in the former Soviet Union: Sikh leaders in Punjab and
Muslim leaders in Kashmir did not gain the political control over
resources that local officials in the Soviet Union had gained; they
therefore have not been well positioned to convert the local state
apparatus into a mechanism for the distribution of patronage.

We are now in a position to partially solve the puzzle of the
sources of cultural conflict in the comparison of the Muslim-majority
states and India. Recall that levels of violence in Egypt and India
were similar, although Egypt had not politicized culture, while India
had. And violence in Algeria was more intense and prolonged than
in India, despite the construction of a secular state there after inde-
pendence. Our discussion of economic factors sheds some light on
this problem. In the Muslim-majority states, the political relevance
of cultural divisions was latent, and it was the weakening of the state
and its refusal to deliver on the secular social contract that was the
root cause of cultural conflict. In India, in contrast, it was the initial
institutional cementing of ascriptive policies that lies at the heart of
cultural conflict. Institutions of allocation and representation—per-
ceived as unjust—provided a motivation for Sikh and Kashmiri
claims for secession. Economic grievances intensified that motiva-
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tion. The weakening of the state only provided the opportunity for
intensified demands on the part of these two groups for autonomy.

From the stories told here, then, we can generalize that the
propensity for cultural conflict was higher in India than in either
Egypt or Algeria because identity politics was cemented in political
institutions and was perceived by secessionist groups as unjust. Sikh
and Kashmiri autonomy demands long predated the oil crisis that
crippled the central state. In contrast, in Egypt and Algeria, the
weakness of political Islam would have been assured had Fordism
succeeded. State strength and the economic factors that bolster it can
act as a firebreak to the practice of identity politics in states that
strive for social integration and eschew ascriptive allocative and
representative policies. State strength in countries where identity
politics is practiced and where resentment over discrimination and
privilege is rising can only reduce the opportunity for intense con-
flict.

The Western industrial democracies have the fewest institu-
tional characteristics associated with cultural violence among the
cases under investigation here. On the whole, their institutions have
not promoted identity politics to the extent practiced elsewhere in
the cases under review; although they have experienced some insti-
tutional disruption since the early 1980s, that disruption and even
shifts in the structure of party politics do not compare to the institu-
tional erosion and collapse experienced in our other cases. The vio-
lence that has occurred has been sporadic rather than chronic or
prolonged. Nonetheless, the Western democracies have all experi-
enced a rise in right-wing nativist sentiment, cultural conflict, spo-
radic riots, and hate crimes, all in the absence of political institutions
that would politicize culture, especially in the United States and
England. Economic factors provide a powerful explanation for both
the response to right-wing extremism and violent conflict that ap-
pears to be racially motivated and thus greatly influence the political
entrepreneur’s decision to exploit cultural divisions for political
gain.

First, although the political institutions of the United States,
England, and Germany have acted as a firebreak against the practice
of identity politics, they have not prevented economic discrimina-
tion along ethnic lines that produced social conflict among distinct
cultural groups. In the United States, immigration controls have al-
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ways been biased in favor of North and West European immigrants,
and economic discrimination against African Americans has been
deep and prolonged. Indeed in the 1950s, while whites moved to the
suburbs, the inner cities became the ghettos of blacks, Latinos, and
Asians; by the 1960s, 80 percent of blacks in the United States lived
in ghettos. Forty-four percent of black families had incomes of less
than $3,000 per year, and the black unemployment rate has steadily
remained more than double that of whites.17 Indeed in the early
1980s, while the unemployment rate for whites was close to 8 per-
cent, for blacks it was 20 percent. Economic discrimination and privi-
lege in the United States have clearly caused cultural identity to
become politically relevant despite increasing efforts to encourage
social integration.

In Britain, cultural identity was similarly politicized by eco-
nomic factors. Disproportionate numbers of blacks in Britain were
unemployed; as noted, the great majority of blacks and Asians in the
Handsworth district of Birmingham were unemployed. Discrimina-
tory measures and economic hardship made the political relevance
of race unavoidable in Britain.

Liberal governments in both England and the United States
attempted to eradicate the effects of discrimination with government
welfare policies. In England, unemployed immigrants had access to
national assistance and public housing. Partnership schemes, urban
training programs, and a youth training scheme were introduced in
the early 1980s as a response to the 1981 riots. In the United States,
the Great Society and War on Poverty programs were initiated in the
1960s, also as a response to race riots and social unrest. These pro-
grams were designed to increase the earning capacity of cultural
groups who had been clearly marginalized in the economy. Affirm-
ative action programs were launched that were designed to provide
benefits to ethnic groups who had been the victims of economic
discrimination in order to aid policies of social integration. As Lip-
schutz notes here, these programs focused on individual rather than
group access and opportunity, in keeping with the institutional bias
against the politicization of cultural identity.

State measures to weaken the political relevance of cultural
identity caused by economic hardship and discrimination initially
appeared to be headed for success. In the United States, the educa-
tional and employment opportunities of ethnic minorities greatly
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improved after 1970. For a while it appeared that income transfers
and subsidies to the poorest in America would reduce the income
gap between whites and ethnic minorities.18 In England, as noted
above, the CRCs helped to diffuse racial tensions.

These policies and programs may have continued to encourage
social integration, limit identity politics, and mitigate economic dis-
crimination had it not been for flawed implementation efforts, a
reduction of resources available to the central state caused by eco-
nomic recession and decline, and political backlash triggered by ris-
ing unemployment. Both countries, as noted above, faced political
obstacles to the expansion of institutions that would support a wider
reach for government programs of economic allocation. And both
faced institutional obstacles to state intervention in the economy to
reverse the effects of economic decline when it occurred.19

Indeed it did occur. From the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s, both
England and the United States experienced low levels of unemploy-
ment, tight labor markets, and rising wages. The economic growth
that characterized this period increased revenues to the state that
could be used for social programs and increased overall per capita
income. But after 1973, both countries experienced the shocks of
economic decline and deep recession. While England was suffering
from the growing unemployment effects of long-term industrial de-
cline, the United States too was beginning to show the signs of in-
dustrial weakness, evident first in the economy’s response to the oil
shocks of the early 1970s. In England, the nation’s unemployment
rate during the first two years of the Thatcher government doubled
to top 11 percent, the highest level in Britain since the 1930s. In the
United States, the unemployment rate went from 4 percent in 1980
to over 11 percent in 1984, almost a threefold increase. In both coun-
tries, the budget deficit ballooned and interest rates skyrocketed.

In response to the effects of the oil shocks and recession of the
1970s, the Reagan and Thatcher governments of the early 1980s dras-
tically reduced the allocative role of the central state in society,
squeezing the economic programs that bolstered social integration.
As Lipschutz argues in his theoretical essay here, the commitment
to economic liberalism and efficiency put pressure on government
to balance budgets and reduce welfare expenditures. Services then
deteriorated. Reagan passed on social expenditures to the states to
distribute, and he cut some programs altogether.20 Thatcher initiated
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a painful austerity program, raising taxes and cutting government
spending. She rewrote the labor code, delivering a powerful blow to
the trade unions, thus reducing the availability of an important chan-
nel for the expression of economic grievances. She introduced doz-
ens of new laws limiting the spending powers of local governments
and abolished a number of local authorities and programs such as
the CRCs.

These cuts in the institutional support for the integrative social
contract in both countries did not help race relations in either. Where
services were withdrawn, loyalty to the state and the political system
weakened. Where Thatcher had abolished local governments with
large immigrant populations in London and Handsworth, some of
the most serious riots broke out. Indeed through their negative im-
pact on the employment rate, Thatcher’s neoliberal policies played
a role in setting the stage for violence, seen in the series of riots that
erupted in 1981 and 1985. The weakening of the trade unions as a
channel for the expression of grievances, Thomas argues, was par-
ticularly significant to Britain’s minority residents, especially since
there were no other minority interest groups at the national level or
within the Labour Party. And it was during Reagan’s presidency in
the United States that black unemployment soared. In 1980, 75 per-
cent of blacks questioned in one poll believed that there was little
racial tension in their own neighborhoods. But by 1989, 75 percent
believed that whites were obstructing blacks in their efforts to
achieve equality.

Although these neoliberal policies did indeed exacerbate racial
tensions, it was the effect of long-term economic decline on employ-
ment combined with the state’s efforts to mitigate the effects of cul-
turally biased economic discrimination that triggered the practice of
identity politics in both countries. And identity politics was not prac-
ticed primarily by minority populations hurt by economic decline
(although affirmative action in the United States did lead to the
politicization of cultural identity groups claiming entitlements from
the state). Ironically, identity politics was practiced most vocifer-
ously by white political entrepreneurs like Enoch Powell and Pete
Wilson, who attempted to gain political support from white majority
populations experiencing increasing economic hardship resulting
from long-term economic decline. They attempted to gain that sup-
port by scapegoating nonwhite immigrants and other ethnic minori-
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ties and attacking the central state for providing entitlements to
those minorities.

Both minorities and the central state provided an easier target
for blame than the structural economic conditions that had led to
unemployment and widespread economic dissatisfaction. Indeed
economic recession decreases state revenues and simultaneously in-
creases demands on state resources. It also causes more direct eco-
nomic competition between native and immigrant labor over scarce
resources than in periods of economic prosperity. In England, for
example, declining industries had relied on immigrant labor for their
competitive advantage in international trade, directly reducing the
native workforce. Although immigrant workers bore the brunt of
economic recession, as indicated by higher than average unemploy-
ment rates, native workers were not protected from rising unem-
ployment by the immigrant buffer.21

Political entrepreneurs took advantage of the explosive combi-
nation of widespread economic dislocation and the presence of im-
migrant communities, placing blame on immigrants for taking the
jobs and housing of the white workforce. They also blamed affirm-
ative action, welfare, and housing programs for protecting minori-
ties from the vicissitudes of the market. In England, for example, the
immigrant community invariably had higher levels of unemploy-
ment than the native workforce and was gradually pushed into the
slums of the cities where it had worked. But slum removal projects
required that slum occupants be housed in public housing. Thus
unemployed immigrants living in the slums leapfrogged over na-
tives who were on the waiting list for public housing.22 Enoch Powell
took advantage of these rising tensions in his political rhetoric, in
which he stigmatized “immigrants as strangers, as objects of justifi-
able fear and hatred, and as a source of future division in the na-
tion.”23 He received overwhelming support for his position from the
native population. And Pete Wilson openly supported a proposal
that would ban all affirmative action in the state of California.

In Germany a similar story can be told. As noted above, Ger-
many was saddled with a set of political institutions that openly
politicized cultural identity and legitimated economic discrimina-
tion against non-German immigrants. Although the German econ-
omy remained much more robust after 1974 than the economies of
the United States and Britain, Germany experienced a fourfold in-
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crease in the rate of unemployment between 1975 and 1979, and a
fivefold increase between 1987 and 1991. Although the supporters of
right-wing extremist parties closely reflected a cross-section of the
West German electorate as a whole in the 1980s, the majority felt
pessimistic about the economic situation and felt that their financial
situation was bad. During the same period, over 2 million immi-
grants streamed into Germany; 1 million were ethnic Germans from
the East, about 500,000 were East Germans fleeing west, and about
600,000 were asylum-seekers. As in England, foreign workers were
more likely to become unemployed and eligible for social services
than natives. Given the institutional incentives discussed above, po-
litical entrepreneurs targeted asylum-seekers as the foreigners who
undermined German social stability.

The economic situation was much worse in East Germany,
where violence against foreigners was the most severe. Leslie notes
that the “shock therapy” that introduced the West German mark into
the East after unification produced an official 18 percent unemploy-
ment rate by 1991. Public housing and the provision of consumer
goods and social and leisure activities by the socialist enterprises
vanished. The East after unification was characterized by a scarcity
of not only institutions, but also material resources.

Nonetheless, in all three countries, the availability of resources
to political entrepreneurs outside of mainstream politics was mini-
mal. Political entrepreneurs promoting violence had the fewest re-
sources to offer in exchange for support. While mainstream parties
moved to the right as a result of the rise of nativist extremism on the
part of a few political entrepreneurs, they stopped short of promot-
ing violence. Indeed the National Front in England lost its following
even in a period of high unemployment. Right-wing extremist
groups in Germany lost much of their following after stability was
restored in the aftermath of unification. Economic grievances can
influence the political entrepreneur’s decision to exploit cultural
grievances, but institutional incentives and constraints best explain
whether he will succeed.

We can now draw some brief conclusions regarding the role of
economic forces in cultural conflict. In the cases of conflict we have
examined here, economic factors have been crucial magnifiers of the
forces that create politically charged cultural identities. In some
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cases economic discrimination and privilege caused groups to or-
ganize and fight against discrimination in the political arena.

Lipschutz argues that trends in economic globalization and lib-
eralizing policy responses to those trends explain the kinds of insti-
tutional transformation that can promote cultural conflict. Our cases
show that states which opened themselves to international economic
forces and pursued liberalizing policies with the weakest economies
experienced the most dramatic reduction of resources in the period
of transition to the market. Where those resources had been allocated
to various cultural groups according to ascriptive criteria, vulner-
ability to cultural conflict was highest. The case of India is illustra-
tive.

The combination of a drastic reduction in state resource distri-
bution and direct economic hardship engendered by market forces
worked to make populations available for reassignment to new po-
litical identities. Political entrepreneurs who had tangible material
resources to offer in exchange for political support were the winners
in political competition. If they promoted a violent resolution to
cultural conflict, the odds of violence increased. Evidence from Yu-
goslavia and Abkhazia supports this claim.

Where institutions were merely disrupted by globalization and
liberalization but did not collapse and where institutional legacies
largely promoted social integration, political entrepreneurs promot-
ing cultural violence had fewer resources to offer in exchange for
support. England and the United States provide the examples. Ger-
many experienced greater institutional disruption and economic dis-
location in the East than England, and cultural identity was more
deeply politicized, but the economy and state resource base re-
mained relatively strong. There the odds of violence were higher, but
political entrepreneurs promoting violence had few tangible re-
sources to offer in exchange for support. They were therefore able to
promote violence but unable to sustain it when institutional strength
was restored.

Where institutions were severely weakened by globalization
and liberalization but where identity politics had not previously
been dominant, cultural groups promoting a political agenda were
able to offer alternative channels for resource allocation, thereby
politicizing cultural identity in the liberalization process. In Algeria,
where the state was less deeply rooted and the crisis most severe,
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political entrepreneurs promoting violence (often with outside eco-
nomic support) were able to gain the most support. Egypt, with a
relatively stronger state capable of repressing violent groups and
their leaders, experienced less violence. Table 3 summarizes the ar-
gument.

CONCLUSION

The evidence presented in these cases points to a relatively
simple finding: countries whose political institutions politicize cul-
tural identity are more vulnerable to cultural conflict than countries
whose political institutions promote social integration of diverse cul-
tural groups. Economic discrimination and privilege outside of those
institutions can perpetuate or trigger the political relevance of cul-
tural identity, but strong political institutions promoting social inte-
gration can act as a firebreak and reduce the political “charge” on
culture.

Vulnerability to cultural conflict does not automatically bring
on cultural violence. The legitimation of identity politics creates in-
centives for political entrepreneurs to mobilize populations along
exclusive cultural lines. But if states provide a legitimate arena for
entrepreneurs to compete and if resources available for allocation are
abundant, identity politics, like other kinds of political competition,
will be legitimate and stable. It is when demographic and economic
changes undermine the rules of the game, undermine the legitimacy
of political institutions, and lead to perceptions that the balance of
political power is unfair that identity politics, like other forms of
political competition, can escalate to cultural conflict and violence.
Institutions must be strong and flexible if identity politics is to be
stable. When institutions fail, previous incentives promoting social
and political divisions along cultural lines are likely to persist and
ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs may have a stash of re-
sources to distribute in exchange for support.

Just as vulnerability to cultural conflict does not automatically
bring on cultural violence, states whose institutions promote social
integration are not immune to cultural strife. Historical, ideological,
and sectarian legacies can provide incentives to politicize culture.
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Table 3

Economic Hardship, State Resources, and Entrepreneurial Resources as Factors of Cultural Violence

Economic Factors State Attempts Economic Factors
 Country/Region Cause Cultural to Mitigate Affect State Resources Available to

and Violence Level Discrimination Discrimination Capacity Political Entrepreneurs

Yugoslavia Yes Yes Erosion and collapse, Resources for regional and
High  oil shocks, debt former party officials, yes

Abkhazia Yes No USSR erosion and Transnational resources
High  collapse for Abkhazian officials

Algeria Not during Yes Oil boom, debt, FIS, yes;
High Fordist period and rapid decline transnational resources

Punjab Yes No Oil shocks, debt Few resources for
Medium  crisis, rapid decline sustained violence

Kashmir Yes No Oil shocks, debt Few resources for
Medium  crisis, rapid decline sustained violence

Egypt Not during Yes Oil boom, debt, Muslim Brotherhood,
Medium  Fordist period rapid decline yes

Germany Yes No Rising unemploy- Few resources for
Low  ment in 1980s sustained violence

United States Yes Yes Economic decline Few resources for
Low  rising unemployment sustained violence

England Yes Yes Economic decline, Few resources for
Low  rising unemployment sustained violence

Bulgaria No — Economic collapse, No resources for
None  debt sustained violence

Ajaria No — Economic collapse No resources for
None  of USSR sustained violence

Malaysia Yes Yes No; high No resources for
None  economic growth sustained violence



And economic discrimination and advantages can push cultural
leaders into the political arena to protest grievances or protect privi-
lege. State institutions must provide ample resources and rules to
make social divisions like class, interest, or ideology more relevant
than culture in the political arena if they wish to avoid political
conflict along cultural lines. And they must distribute resources in
ways that promote social integration and redress past grievances if
they wish to reduce the influence of ethnic and sectarian political
entrepreneurs and ensure loyalty to the state. If the institutions of
allocation and distribution weaken where historical legacies of cul-
tural conflict persist in the form of economic discrimination, ethnic
and sectarian political entrepreneurs may be ready to provide alter-
native resources to deprived populations and thus garner political
support and weaken the legitimacy of the state even more.

Inability to compete in an increasingly globalized economy
causes the institutions protecting social order to erode, weaken, and
even collapse. Globalization means that even stronger states enter-
ing global competition must give up their control over the produc-
tion and distribution of goods within their territories and let the
market, rather than political institutions, allocate resources. Despite
the seeming impersonality of the market, when these resources are
distributed in ways that privilege some cultural groups and dis-
criminate against others, those who lose in the market will lose their
loyalty to the state that may have once tried to redress the effects of
discrimination.

Sustained and organized violence erupts where the logic of
identity politics was cemented in state institutions and where those
institutions collapsed and loyalty to the central state disappeared. It
also erupts where historical legacies perpetuate the idea that cultural
distinctions are politically relevant and states that resisted that idea
have weakened and collapsed, losing what loyalty they might have
had. Chronic violence appears in areas where states have practiced
identity politics and in states whose ability to allocate political and
economic resources has severely declined but whose military appa-
ratus is strong enough to repress efforts by cultural groups to secede
or capture the state for themselves. Sporadic violence occurs where
identity politics is permitted, where liberal institutions penalize at-
tacks on human rights, but where those institutions are disrupted. It
also occurs in states with strong institutions promoting social inte-
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gration but where a legacy of economic discrimination prevents
some cultural groups from achieving full citizenship rights.
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