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Abstract:

This study is essentially a critique of how the three dominant paradigms of
explanatory international relations theory — (neo-)realism, liberalism, and
systemic constructivism — conceive of, analytically deal with, and explain ethnic
conflict and sovereignty. By deconstructing their approaches to ethnic identity
formation in general and ethnic conflict in particular it argues that all three
paradigms, in their epistemologies, ontologies and methodologies through
reification and by analytically equating ethnic groups with states, tend to
essentialise and substantialise the ethnic lines of division and strategic
essentialisms of ethnic and ethno-nationalist elites they set out to describe, and,
all too often, even write them into existence. Particular attention, both at the
theoretical and empirical level, will be given to the three explanatory frameworks
explanatory IR has contributed to the study of ethnic conflict: the ‘ethnic security
dilemma’, the ‘ethnic alliance model’, and, drawing on other disciplines,
instrumentalist approaches. The deconstruction of these three frameworks will
form the bulk of the theoretical section, and will subsequently be shown in the
case study to be ontologically untenable or at least to fail to adequately explain
the complex dynamics of ethnic identity formation in ethnic conflict.By making
these essentialist presumptions, motives, and practices explicit this study
makes a unique contribution not only to the immediate issues it addresses but
also to the wider debate on the nature of IR as a discipline. As a final point,
drawing on constitutive theory and by conceiving of the behaviour and motives
of protagonists of ethnic conflict as expressions of a fluid, open-ended, and
situational matrix of identities and interests without sequential hierarchies of
dependent and independent variables, the study attempts to offer an alternative,
constitutive reading of ethnic and nationalist identity to the discourses of

explanatory IR.

These themes that are further developed in the empirical section where,
explanatory IR’s narratives of ethnic group solidarity, ethno-nationalism, and
national self-determination are examined and deconstructed by way of the case
study of the relations between the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and the Iraqi
Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties in the wider context of the political status of the

autonomous Kurdistan Region of Iraq. With this ambition this study makes an



original empirical contribution by scrutinising these relations in a depth unique to

the literature.
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Introduction

Research foci and rationale of the study

Back in 1995, when the post-positivistt challenge to established theories of

IR was in full vogue, Steve Smith wrote:

In my view this is the main meta-theoretical issue facing international theory today.
The emerging fundamental division in the discipline is between those theories that
seek to offer explanatory accounts of international relations, and those that see
theory as constitutive of that reality. At base this boils down to a difference over
what the social world is like; is it to be seen as scientists think of the “natural”
world, that is to say as something outside of our theories, or is the social world
what we make it? Radically different types of theory are needed to deal with each
of these cases, and these theories are not combinable so as to form one
overarching theory of the social world ... In my judgement this really is a

fundamental divide within social theory.1

Addressing the distinction between explanatory and constitutive theory

Smith observes, Colin Wight commented:

But just whom does the “we” refer to here? Setting this distinction in opposition to
explanatory theory that attempts to explain international relations, we can presume
that Smith means “we” IR theorists, not “we” members of society. But this seems
implausible. It seems to suggest that “we” IR theorists make the world of

international relations.?

To me Smith’s argument is not implausible. On the contrary it is the key
argument of this study that we IR theorists as categorizers and analysts are co-
protagonists of the social phenomena and processes we set out to describe; we
do not ‘make’ the world of international relations, but, like the actors that are the
subject of our analysis, we take part in influencing and shaping it. In clear
rejection of the scientific objectivism and rational positivism of explanatory
theories, this study commits to a constitutive theory of IR that renders us
analysts as much part of social discourse on the issue to be analysed, and
therefore subject of analysis as the social groups and actors we categorize and
examine. We all are part of the social world we analysts try to understand and
explain, and in my opinion, what would be implausible, is to assume that our

explanations have no impact on the processes and discourses we study, that
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we can remain objective, neutral, and detached to them, while in fact we
arguably can be as subjective, involved, biased, prejudiced, and party to them

as our subjects of analysis.

The social phenomenon that is the object of analysis of this study is ethnic
conflict and its subject of analysis are those ethnic entrepreneurs that engage in
an ethnicised discourse, advance and thrive on it, and we IR theorists that seek
to understand and explain their actions alike. While it would be implausible to
argue that ethnic entrepreneurs, be it, in reference to our case study, Kurdish
nationalist leaders or members of the Turkish military-intelligence apparatus
have read either Smith or any other IR theorist for that matter to let their highly
theoretical deliberations guide their thinking and policies, it would be equally
implausible to posit that our thought processes occur in a social vacuum, are
not filtered down through the media, the advocacy of think tanks via political
decision makers, and the exchange in personnel between the scientific
community and public servants, to name just a few, until they reach in a more
accessible form politicians and the general public. Ironically, on the contrary,
academia in the 21% century is mostly concerned with proving the impact factor
of its deliberations to business, philanthropic donors, the ministers holding the
purses of the higher education budgets, students expected to pay ever higher
tuition fees, and the general public. How can we IR theorists proudly
demonstrate these impact factors in every grant proposal we pen, yet at the
same time cling to the fallacy of a detached scientific objectivism that posits us

outside the social discourse we seek to explain?

As far as IR scholars’ impact on the understanding of and policies adopted
in response to ethnic conflict by decision makers is concerned one does not
have to belabour the prominent example of President Clinton declaring Robert
Kaplan’s infamous Balkan Ghosts® required reading for members of his
administration in dealing with the wars of the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s
that cemented the unfortunate and fallacious narrative of ‘ancient ethnic
hatreds’;* what is one of the subjects of this study, the Iraq War and the ethno-
sectarian conflicts it triggered, offers an unprecedented plethora of examples of
IR scholars trying to influence and shape the positions and policies of regional
and international actors — from the ‘Six Wise Men’, British academics that

counselled Tony Blair against invading Iraq in 2003,° to countless neo-
12



conservative scholars in the US, Francis Fukuyama and Bernard Lewis among
them, doing the opposite with the Bush administration, to hardly a week passing
in the decade since the invasion of Iraq without academics being questioned on
developments in the war-torn country by journalists, in expert testimonials
before parliamentary inquiries or, on their own accord, penning another op-ed to

gain a wider audience for their take on things.

The prominence of IR in accounts of ethnic conflict, | would argue, stems
from the widely held perception of the discipline to be most qualified to explain
issues of war and peace in the international arena. ‘The study of international
relations can tell us much about ethnic conflict, argue Jesse & Williams in
advocating for a primacy of IR and its ‘theories and approaches to explain
ethnic conflict’.® In another primer on ethnic conflict Cordell & Wolff take the
same line when observing, ‘theories of international relations offer useful tools
and insights in the study of ethnic conflict and conflict settlement’.” More than
any other discipline, they continue, ‘IR theory is primarily concerned with issues
of war and peace’ in world politics, and state behaviour has a significant impact
on the origins, development and duration of ethnic conflicts — whether causal,
escalating or mitigating — as do norms, values, practices, institutions,
legislations, and forms of governance at the local, regional and international
level.® Although the reasons they offer for IR’s primacy in explaining the
complex dynamics of ethnic conflict appear compelling, others would argue that
IR is not particularly well equipped for the analysis of identity conflicts. IR is a
notorious latecomer to debates on questions of identity — the concept did not
feature prominently as an eminent category in IR-specific approaches until the
so called ‘fourth great debate’ and the post-positivist challenge of the early
1990s.° One would not have to go so far as John Stack’s observations that,
‘ethnicity is as alien to the study of international relations as would be Sigmund
Freud’s musings in Civilization and Its Discontents’,'’ to ascertain that
explanatory IR’s theoretical approaches to identity are epistemologically grossly
underdeveloped. Zalewski & Enloe sum it up aptly when concluding, ‘all three
paradigms [neo-realism, neo-liberalism, structuralism] are too restricted
ontologically, methodologically, and epistemologically, and in ways which

ultimately render them unable to theorize or think adequately about identity.”"’

13



The main argumentative thrust of this study is to take up this critique of the
approach to ethnic conflict of the three major explanatory theories of IR — (neo-
yrealism, (neo-)liberalism, and systemic constructivism — and to provide a
detailed critical examination of the epistemologies, ontologies, models, and
frameworks they employ in their analysis of ethnic conflict.'? In fact, it is the
ontological, methodological, and epistemological restrictions cursorily identified
by Zalewski & Enloe above that are the main focus of this study. In this sense
then, the conception of this study as a contribution to a constitutive IR theory of
ethnic conflict, first and foremost, is an epistemological and ontological critique
of how explanatory theories of IR perceive of, explain, and deal with ethnic
conflict. This will be done, after outlining explanatory IR’s approach to ethnic
identity, ethnic conflict, and nationalism in general terms, by deconstructing the
three main frameworks explanatory IR has contributed to or utilizes in the
analysis of ethnic conflict: the ‘ethnic security dilemma’, the ‘ethnic alliance

model’, and, drawing on other disciplines, instrumentalism.

To be clear about this study’s ambition, though, not only would it be
impossible to show how certain texts of explanatory IR theory shape the world
views and actions of individual ethnic entrepreneurs, ethno-nationalist leaders,
or decision makers engaging in and advancing an ethnicised discourse, to do
so would run counter to the self-perception of this study as constitutive theory
which is defined precisely by eschewing and confuting universal claims to
causality; it would become guilty of expressly the attempt to harness constitutive
theory for causal or explanatory theory Smith criticises in Wendt’s work.™ On

this distinction Lene Hansen elaborates:

Mainstream approaches [i.e. explanatory theories] adopt a positivist epistemology.
They strive to find the causal relations that “rule” world politics, working with
dependent and independent variables ... [Constitutive theories], by contrast,
embrace a post-positivist epistemology as they argue that the social world is so far
removed from the hard sciences where causal epistemologies originate that we
cannot understand world politics through causal cause-effect relationships ...
Constitutive theories are still theories, not just descriptions or stories about the
world, because they define theoretical concepts, explain how they hang together,

and instruct us on how to use them in analysis of world poIitics.14

With that aspiration in mind, what | will limit myself to here, is to
demonstrate how closely aligned the ontologies of ethnic conflict of explanatory
14



IR theories are with the world views and ideologies of difference of ethnic
entrepreneurs. For | argue that IR more than any other discipline is prone to
what Rogers Brubaker calls ‘groupism’ and a ‘clichéd constructivism’ when
dealing with identity politics in the social sciences,'® a constructivism in name
only — limited to the introductory section or expressed in customary yet
seemingly perfunctory disclaimers — but the main analysis, at large, continues to
be done under essentialist and substantialist presumptions of ethnic identities,
often bordering a primordialism slipping in through the backdoor. Despite
advances to the contrary in sociology and anthropology, and two generations of
critical theory scholarship, the three dominant schools of thought in IR still tend
to treat ethnic groups as organic, static, substantive, distinct, homogeneous and
bounded units and largely equate conflicts between said groups with conflicts
between states. The essentialist and substantialist presumptions of groupism in
how explanatory IR approaches ethnicity and ethnic conflict, | hypothesise in
what is the core argument of this study, manifest themselves on three levels: (1)
operationalising ethnicity as either the dependent variable, that is perceiving it
as exogenous to the social phenomena studied and reducing it to merely a
political tool, or the independent variable and therewith according it with pre-
eminent explanatory power; (2) equating ethnic groups with states; and (3), as a
consequence thereof, all too often equating ethnic conflict with ethno-nationalist
conflict by postulating that a disenfranchised group’s desire for the control of
territory and in the long run sovereign statehood is the prime cause of the

conflict at hand.

To herausarbeiten — in the sense of elaborating an argument by teasing out
information, by chipping away the surfaces like a carver who reveals the
features and contours of a statue cut-by-cut — the workings, effects, and
rationale behind such groupism in the discourses on ethnic conflict and
sovereignty of explanatory IR is the prime objective of this study. While these
are discussed in great depth in theory in the first section, such a debate cannot
and should never remain at the theoretical level since the essentialist practices
criticised here have very direct and often dramatic implications on the conflicts
we analysts set out to study and for the people who are its main protagonists
and victims. For this reason, and in order to substantiate and illustrate the

arguments made here by way of the example of one of the most widely

15



analysed ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflicts of our times, ample room is given
to the empirical case study. As elaborated below, the case of the relations
between the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK, Partiya Karkerén Kurdistan) and
the Iragi Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP, Partiya Demokrata Kurdistan) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK,
Yeketi Nistimani Kurdistan), as well as on the political identity cum current
status of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, constitute an ideal case with which to
examine the workings and effects of groupism in explanatory IR discourses on
ethnic conflict and sovereignty. As a matter of fact, it very well has the potential
to serve as the cautionary tale par excellence about the epistemological,
ontological, and methodological flaws of such essentialist approaches in

explanatory IR scholarship.

The above three contentions of the key argument of this study, put
differently, encompass the two main points of critique herein levelled at how
explanatory IR perceives and explains ethnicity and ethnic conflict. First, that in
its epistemology, ontology, and methodology when dealing with ethnic identity
and ethnic conflict, explanatory IR is guilty of reification, and secondly, that its
system-immanent normative determinism of state centrism creates a reality
that, intentionally or not, accentuates the ethnicised discourse and exacerbates
the ethnic lines of division it originally set out to study. Reification, one of the
cardinal errors in social research, can be defined as ‘the apprehension of
human phenomena as if they were things, that is, in non-human or possible
supra terms’;'® or in the words of Anthony Giddens, the ‘reified discourse refers
the “facticity” with which social phenomena confront individual actors in such a
way as to ignore how they are produced and reproduced through human
agency’."” For the tendency to reify ethnic groups in particular, Craig Calhoun

remarks:

We habitually refer to ethnic groups, races, tribes, and languages as though they
were clearly unities, only occasionally recalling to ourselves the ambiguity of their
definitions, the porousness of their boundaries, and the situational dependency of
their use in practice. The point is not that such categorical identities are not real,
any more than the nations are not real, it is, rather, that they are not fixed but both
fluid and manipulable. Cultural and physical differences exist, but their

discreetness, their identification, and their invocation are all variable."®
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The primary site of reification in explanatory IR’s dealing with ethnic conflict
| identify is state-centrism. While explanatory IR’s state-centric ontology will be
discussed in great detail in the theory section, suffice it to say for now that
‘state-centric theories of international relations assume that states are the
primary actors in world politics ... the claim is that states ... are sufficiently
important actors that any positive theory of international relations must place
them at its core’.?® Yet this assumption about the primacy of the state in IR
theory comes with considerable epistemological and ontological baggage. First
and foremost, state-centrism in mainstream IR ‘reduce[s] the essence of
international relations to state-centred interpretations’.?" As Richard Ashley has

famously observed for neo-realism:

For the neorealist, the state is ontologically prior to the international system. The
system’s structure is produced by defining states as individual unities and then by
noting properties that emerge when several such unities are brought into mutual
reference. For the neorealist, it is impossible to describe international structures
without first fashioning a concept of the state-as-actor ... The state must be treated
as an unproblematic unity: an entity whose existence, boundaries, identifying
structures, constituencies, legitimacies, interests, and capacities to make self-
regarding decisions can be treated as a given, independent of transnational class

and human interests, and undisputed (except, perhaps by other states).22

State-centrism thus explains international relations almost exclusively — at
best it inserts the above mentioned clichéd constructivist caveats — through the
prism of the state, a state whose existence ontologically predates the system of
which it is part; in other words, ‘as an ontologically abstract category, the state,
through the state-centric prism, becomes also a static category. International
relations is reduced via the state-centric prism to an individualistically conceived
collection of its parts — that is states — and thus as a collection of static
entities’.® | argue in this study that explanatory IR — for reasons that will be
elaborated in detail — by equating the ethnic group with the state, has translated
from the state onto the ethnic group this static conceptualization of social units
as clearly bounded, organic, substantive, distinct, homogeneous, and static
categories endowed with social agency, whose properties and genesis are not
problematised but treated as given — or to be more precise, by doing so, as with
the state, it has contributed to reifying the ethnic group through its narratives.

This equation of state with ethnic or ethno-nationalist group that was made
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possible, in modernist fashion, by ascribing the nation with the defining
objective of becoming a state, brings with it then for the study of ethnic or ethno-
nationalist conflict the same epistemological and ontological fallacies of
reification as state-centrism does in general for the study of the state and

international relations at large.

Given the centrality of the state in explanatory IR’s analysis of ethnic and
ethno-nationalist conflict, both as the social unit with which explanatory IR
equates the ethnic group as a unitary actor and as the ultimate objective to be
attained, defines the ethno-nationalist group, it becomes imperative to dedicate
ample room to a critical analysis of the concept of sovereign statehood in
explanatory IR. This coupling in analysis of ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict
with sovereign statehood constitutes a unique contribution of this study to a
critical theory literature that to my knowledge, has only taken on each concept
and category separately, but not so far dealt with them in conjuncture. Yet, it is
a conjuncture dictated by the representation of both concepts and categories in
explanatory IR which establishes this linkage in the first place. Consequently, |
argue, any deconstruction of how explanatory IR explains ethnic and ethno-
nationalist conflict would be fatally incomplete if not accompanied by a

deconstruction of sovereign statehood, which, allegedly, the former is all about.

In sum then, this study can be understood as critical reading and
deconstruction of ethnic identity (and consequently ethnic and ethno-nationalist
conflict), together with the interrelated concept of the sovereign nation state in
explanatory IR. The main thrust of my critique centres on the argument that by
portraying ethnic conflict in a groupist and deterministic way — that is by
depicting ethnic groups as organic, static, substantive, distinct, homogeneous
and bounded units with social agency, as unitary or unitarily acting doers that
can be equated with states whose defining objective is to become a state, to
acquire exclusive control, i.e. sovereignty over a territory and population —
explanatory IR scholars in their state-centrist ontology and through the practice
of reification create the very reality they set out to describe. In other words, |
argue explicitly here that explanatory IR scholars as co-protagonists of ethnic
conflict not only play into the hands of ethnic elites by unquestioningly adopting
their ‘strategic essentialisms™* as factual for their analysis, but that they often

take part, through their scholarship, in writing into existence in the first place the
18



ethnic lines of division, the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ worldview that constitutes them,
on which these ethnic elites thrive. These theoretical deliberations are then
taken up in the empirical section of the study where, in order to substantiate
them, | will deconstruct the (strategic) essentialisms of ethnic elites by way of
the case of relations between the PKK and the Iraqgi Kurdish ethno-nationalist
parties, the KDP and the PUK, as well as on the political identity cum current
status of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, illustrating why the afore deconstructed
frameworks of explanatory IR — ethnic security dilemma, ethnic alliance model,
instrumentalism — not only fail to explain their relations and ethnic conflict in
general but, what is more, substantially misrepresent and distort realities on the
ground. Instead, drawing on Fierke,? | will show why and how a fluid matrix of
identities and interests, that acknowledges both as socially constructed and
explicitly does not operationalise ethnic identity as either dependent or
independent variables, better captures the parties’ relations and, | would argue,
ethnic identity and conflict in general. The case study then, in its scope and
depth, itself a unique contribution to the literature, constitutes the second half of

this study.

Methodology and case study

These ambitions necessitate a brief clarification of what is meant here by
discourse and deconstruction. Norman Fairclough reminds us that ‘discourse is
not simply an entity we can define independently: we can only arrive at an

understanding of it by analysing sets of relations’.?*® He continues:

Discourse is itself a complex set of relations including relations of communication
between people who talk, write, and in other ways communicate with each other,
but also ... describe relations between concrete communicative events
(conversations, newspaper articles etc.) and more abstract and enduring complex
discursive “objects” (with their own complex relations) like languages, discourses
and genres. But there are also relations between discourse and other such
complex “objects” including objects in the physical world, persons, power relations

and institutions, which are interconnected elements in social activity or praxis.27

Michel Foucault bases his assessment of knowledge production on how he
conceptualises discourse, in particular that ‘nothing has any meaning outside

discourse’,?® that matters in the social world only gain meaning through
19



discourse, or in the words of Laclau & Mouffe, ‘we use discourse to emphasize
the fact that every social configuration is meaningful’.?® Discourse therefore
may be understood as ‘a specific series of representations and practices
through which meanings are produced, identities constituted, social relations
established and political and ethical outcomes made more or less possible’.*® In
Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault further developed the concept of
‘discursive formations’ that not only included the objects under discussion but
also demarcated how these discussions were structured, who was seen as in a
position to discuss these objects authoritatively, and ultimately the value
individual statements within the discussion were given.?' ‘The types of objects in
their domains were not already demarcated, but came into existence only
contemporaneous with the discursive formations that made it possible to talk
about them’;*? in fact, discourses ‘shape the contours of the taken-for-granted
world, naturalizing and universalizing a particular subject formation and view of
the world’.*® Since for Foucault power and knowledge are closely
interconnected in all social interactions and relations expressed through
discourse, a comprehensive understanding of discourse therefore must not only
capture the ‘systems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, courses of
action, beliefs and practices that systematically construct the subjects and the

worlds of which they speak’*

but also ought to address questions of structure
and agency that form the basis of every discursive relation, formation, and field
together with the systems of power and knowledge by which they are

constituted.

At this moment an important clarification seems necessary, though. To
recognise identities as social constructs and discursive formations is not to say
that they are not real. On the contrary, they are very real, but only insofar as
they are constituted by discourse; they have no meaning prior and exogenous

to discourse as this widely quoted analogy from Laclau & Mouffe illustrates:

The fact that every object is constituted as an object of discourse has nothing to do
with whether there is a world external to thought ... An earthquake or the falling of
a brick is an event that certainly exists, in the sense that it occurs here and now,
independent of my will. But whether their specificity as objects is constructed in
terms of natural phenomena or expressions of the wrath of God depends upon the

structuring of a discursive field.*®
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Much has been written on whether deconstruction can be understood as
method or not.*® Jaques Derrida himself has described it as ‘pas de methode’,*
yet as Martin McQuillan reminds us, ‘the word pas in French means both “not”
and “step”, so this ambiguous phrase can be translated as either “not a method”
or “a methodological step”. Thus, deconstruction is simultaneously ... not a
method and a step in, or towards, a methodology’.*® If this appears already
confusing and if it is already a challenge to consummately capture the essence
of discourse, to put deconstruction in a nutshell becomes even more toilsome,
all the more since ‘one might even say that cracking nutshells is what
deconstruction is’.*® Originating in the structuralist theory of linguist Ferdinand
de Saussure, the notion that Western philosophy and with it most of our
discursive objects is structured along a series of binary opposites in a
hierarchical relationship with each other — in which ‘the second term in each pair

40 _ such as

is considered the negative, corrupt, undesirable version of the first
presence/absence, inside/outside, speech/writing, identity/difference,
domestic/foreign, hierarchy/anarchy, order/chaos, is the basis of Jaques
Derrida’s deconstructive approach.*’ Each element of these dichotomies is co-
constitutive of the other; that is, one cannot make sense of what presence
means without having an understanding of absence and vice versa. One cannot
conceptualise the self of one’s identity without reference to the other, from who
the self is set apart. Yet, these ‘binary opposites are not the way things really
are but the way they are represented by Western thought and through the
habitualization and sedimentation of this thought are presented as natural’.*? In
a nutshell then — if it has to be put into one — a ‘deconstructive approach’ for the
purpose of this study means ‘critically examining the discursive processes of
materialization that produce settlements; such as the idea of pre-given subjects
— upon which the criteria for judgement are based™® or to put into question what
is presented in discourses as natural by scrutinizing the binary opposites on
which this representation is based. In that then in this study, when analysing the
strategic essentialisms of ethnic elites or the writings of explanatory IR scholars
on ethnic conflict as texts within a wider discourse ‘the question asked is not,
“what does [the text] mean?” but “what does it presuppose?”** By
herausarbeiten that a representation in a certain text as part of a wider
discourse does not reflect natural facts but is based on ideologised

presumptions, by showing that it depicts not reality but one particular reality,
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and by examining the systems of power and knowledge that constitute the wider
discourse of which it is part, that text becomes deconstructed. And what
explanatory IR presupposes in how it makes sense of ethnic conflict is
groupness, for ethnicity to be either exogenous or the pre-eminent, determining
variable in relations between and within assumed ethnic groups, and to
ontologically equate those presupposed ethnic groups with states in their

analyses of ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflicts.

This deconstructive approach highlights why certain key concepts — in this
case groupness — are no longer serviceable within the paradigms in which they
were originally developed, yet at the same time, somewhat paradoxically,
instead of being replaced their use is continued in their now deconstructed
form.*® ‘By means of this double, stratified, dislodged and dislodging writing,” in
the words of Derrida, ‘we must also mark the interval between inversion, which
brings low what was high, and the eruptive emergence of a new “concept”’, a
concept that can no longer be and never could be, included in the previous
regime’.*® Consequently, the aim of deconstruction is never to develop new
meta-theories, models, or frameworks that replace the ones that have been
identified as no longer serviceable, that is ‘the production of [truer] positive
knowledge’,*” but, after herausarbeiten the social context and discourse in
which they were generated, to continue operationisling them with the caveat of
the insights deconstruction has yielded with regard to their production and
utilization. In other words, deconstruction should be understood as a moment of
passage from one concept to another, in which, in lieu of a ‘better’ concept, the
concept is still used ‘under erasure™® until a new one has been developed —
which cannot be the task of deconstruction, since to do so would violate its very

principles, that is its inherently critical attitude to any kind of meta-theory.

While committed to a constitutive epistemology and applying deconstruction
as a ‘step towards a methodology’, and while heeding Fierke’s call for a
‘constitutive discourse analysis’ that requires for us to “look and see” the matrix
of identities and interests and the process by which they are gradually
transformed through historical interactions’,* this study makes no pretence of
comprehensively adopting discourse analysis for its methodology.”® To make
such a claim | would have had to apply the same degree of textual analysis to

the empirical case study as to the theory section. While for the theory section
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the objective is to show how closely aligned the narratives of ethnic conflict of
explanatory IR and ethnic entrepreneurs are, for which textual analysis and
discourse analysis appear appropriate, they would not fit the empirical case
study, where | illustrate why a matrix of identities and interests better captures
the realities of relations between Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties and to explain
ethnic conflict in general than operationalising ethnic identities as dependent or
independent variables, and by doing so seek to substantiate the argument

made in the theory section.

As far as the role of ethnic elites is concerned, in simplified terms, there are
two ways to go about empirically deconstructing an ethnicised discourse of
supposed ethnic groups in conflict. One could demonstrate that the binary
opposites, the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ dichotomies that constitute this discourse are
constructed by questioning the fixedness of purportedly impermeable,
unalterable, and inveterate ideational boundaries and divides between groups,
thus disputing at large the categorization into groups based on these
boundaries and divides. This, what is often misleadingly called an ‘inter-group’
approach, has, for example, been magisterially deconstructed for the former
Yugoslavia in the 1990s by Gagnon.’’ Alternately one could focus on the so
called ‘intra-group’ dimension, the supposed coherence of and solidarity among
an assumed group in face of an alleged common enemy. It is the latter
approach that has been chosen for the empirical section of this study that sets
out to analyse the relations between the PKK and the Iraqi Kurdish ethno-
nationalist parties, the KDP and the PUK, in particular in light of the sanctuary
the former enjoys on the territory of the latter since the early 1980s. At each
stage of their relations | show the social constructedness of Kurdish ethno-
nationalist identity by herausarbeiten that rather than a clear sequence of
identities and interests as explanatory IR wants to make us believe, they
constitute a complex, ever shifting, and non-sequential matrix of identities and
interests. By illustrating the ambiguities and complexities of relations between
these three parties that were more often outright antagonistic than they were
showing solidarity and that do not fit the simplistic explananda of either
instrumentalism or of taking ‘common’ ethnicity as the independent variable in
analysing ‘intra-group’ relations, | intend to not only draw into question the

portrayal of Kurdish groupness in the literature but to challenge at large the
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categorization in explanatory IR texts of the Kurds as one ethnic group or
nation. This segment of the case study constitutes the as of yet most detailed
analysis of relations between KDP/PUK and the PKK available in the extant
literature. It goes without saying, though, that the picture would ultimately not be
complete without bringing Turkey into the equation, which is why also Turkish-

Iragi Kurdish relations are given ample room for analysis in the case study.

The case study of their relations in the wider context of the status and
identity of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq was chosen for three reasons. First, the
so called ‘Kurdish Question’ constitutes the most internationalised ethnic conflict
in the Middle East, affecting four nationalising states® — Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and
Syria — in one of the world’s most strategically and economically important
regions. Also, and for the purposes of this study most significantly, the PKK
sanctuary in Iragi Kurdistan is routinely referred to in the literature as a textbook
example of common ethnicity determining the conflict behaviour of actors in the
internationalization of an ethnic conflict, that is parties or National Liberation
Movements (NLMs) of supposedly the same ethnic group forming a so called
‘ethnic alliance’ against a ‘common’ enemy, or less explicitly, collaborating
across borders against the ‘mutual’ foe with their behaviour and actions being
predominantly rooted in group cohesion and solidarity. This prominence in the
literature then renders it a case study ideally suited to deconstructing models
that take ethnicity as the independent, if not determining variable to explain
social agents’ behaviour in ethnic conflicts and to empirically illustrate the

theoretical flaws in this approach.

Second, the rapidly shifting fortunes of the Iraqi Kurdish NLMs from ragtag
guerrilla to presiding over the so called Kurdish de facto state, to governing the
freest political entity in Kurdish history as part of federally structured Iraq, to
playing the role of kingmaker in inner-Iragi power struggles during and after the
U.S. occupation, all over the course of a mere fifteen years, allows us to study
the transformative processes of ethno-nationalism, the fluctuations in the
ethnicised discourse and how the gaining of political status affects not only a
nation’s self-perception but also how these shifts in political identity alter its
relations to its supposed ethnic kin during a relatively short and thus more easily
observable period of time. Third, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq with its

ambiguous political status and contested sovereignty provides a better study
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subject than so called ‘established’ states to examine state sovereignty as a
historical process, as socially constructed, situational and never fully completed.
By the same token, with its status in permanent flux, one can also better relate
to the processual interplay of identities, interests and political status that are co-
constitutive of each other than in ‘established’ and recognized states, where
these developments are often wrongly seen as having reached some form of (at

least temporary) completion.

At this point readers may interject that a single case study is hardly
sufficient to disprove an entire set of established theories. Bearing these
limitations in mind, | understand the case study of PKK-KDP/PUK relations
together with the political status cum identity of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq as
an ‘extroverted case study with generic concepts’, an approach introduced by
Richard Rose, who, referring to Toqueville’s Democracy in America as a classic
example, calls it ‘the most frequent form of analysis in comparative politics’.>
The crucial point here is that such a case study ‘is not explicitly comparative,
but comparable’,®® if it is intended and possible to come to theoretical or
conceptual generalizations from the single case study that can be applied to
other cases. Or in the words of Peters, ‘the purpose of the extroverted case-
study then becomes to explore fully this one case with the existing theory in
mind, with the expectation of elaborating or expanding that body of theory with
the resulting data’.>®> What | set out to achieve with this study, though, is to go
beyond just expanding a body of theory but, after first having applied a
deconstructive reading of the theories in question, to use the extroverted case

study to empirically substantiate this deconstruction of the theory in question.

Ultimately, all theory should be a function of the empirical data, though. The
data for the empirical part of this study, the extroverted case study on the
relations between the PKK and the Iragi Kurdish nationalist movements from
the late 1970s until the present and on the current status cum political identity of
the Kurdistan Region, was assembled over the course of five years. In line with
the research foci of this study, equal emphasis is given to a critical reading of
the actions, declarations, motives, and writings by Kurdish ethno-nationalist
elites and scholars analysing the subject alike, both employed as expressions of
the ethnicised discourse studied here. This results in a limited applicability of

the customary distinction between primary and secondary sources in this study,
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since secondary sources by scholars or journalists on Kurdish ethno-
nationalism constitute primary sources for this study’s purpose of critically
examining the role of these scholars as co-protagonists of the ethnicised
discourse and conflict under investigation. Thus, in addition to already published
material, ranging from monographs to the output of research institutes and think
tanks to media coverage in print, radio, and film, including interviews with
decision makers, the nucleus of the qualitative, empirical research are
interviews conducted in the field between 2010 and 2012. In all | have
conducted approximately 40 interviews with former and active decision makers
of the three Kurdish NLMs in question, scholars, and journalists across lIraqi
Kurdistan, Turkey, Europe, and the United States — due to the rapidly
deteriorating human rights situation and for their own safety, | decided not to
disclose the identity of those journalists interviewed in Iraqi Kurdistan. The
method employed for the selection and recruitment of the interview participants
is ‘snowball sampling’, widely-used in ‘sociological studies into hidden
populations who may be involved in sensitive issues or illegal activities ... Yet
the method is also used in political science and the study of elites, where the
most influential political actors are not always those whose identities are
publicly known’.*® Originally a representative number of ‘gatekeepers’ were
identified, whose accessibility as well as their extensive networks and
reputations in the respective organization or among the diaspora showed great
promise for making inroads into often particularly occlusive and close-mouthed
groups. These ‘gatekeepers’, after having established a requisite level of trust,
suggested a number of interviewees from within the organization they
represented who then, upon having been approached and interviewed,
indicated a third level of possible participants, and so on.*” The problem with
this method is that the participants themselves determine the sample and thus
have a disproportional influence on the data collected, which in the worst case
could lead to an unwholesome bias of the study at large. | tried to counter this
tendency by including as many and often as diametrically opposed groups as
possible, such as current KDP/PUK members versus former members who had
renounced their parties, and by then collating the data from one party with the
other as well as secondary sources whenever available. Where applicable this
data is enriched by personal ethnographic observations from the field research

in Iraqi Kurdistan and Turkey.
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As, alas, with most works in political science this analysis too focuses
primarily on elites. This fact is particularly deplorable for the studies of
nationalism and ethnic conflict, where pretence dictates for any ‘adequate
theory of ethnic conflict [to] be able to explain both elite and mass behaviour’,®
yet execution routinely focuses on the former to the detriment of a thorough
analysis of the latter — despite the fact that, in line with what is being said in
chapter one, a nation or ethnic group is first of all constituted by the people’s
belief in it. Yet this study, although well aware of this shortcoming, cannot be
the place to comprehensively make up for this deficit, and, as with additional
case studies substantiating the findings made here, it remains to be hoped that
future research will give a more comprehensive account of all strata of Kurdish

society in the present ethnicised discourse in Iraq and Turkey.

Chapter outline

The study is divided into three parts, of which the first (chapters one to
three) is a theoretical analysis of how explanatory IR conceptualises ethnic
conflict, the motives behind its reifying, state-centric, and essentialising
representation of ethnic identity, ethnic conflict, and sovereignty, together with
an introduction into alternative modes of representation from critical theory and
post-structuralist approaches. The second part (chapters four to seven) is
mostly descriptive, while in the third, empirical section (chapters eight to eleven)
the themes examined in Part One are again taken up and put in the context of

the empirical case study.

Chapter one, drawing on the classics from sociology and anthropology such
as Max Weber and Frederick Barth, gives a definition of what is meant in this
study by ethnicity and nation, highlight differences between primordialism and
modernism, delineates ethnic elites’ strategic essentialisms and characterises in
greater detail the concept of groupism in order to then demonstrate how it
manifests itself in the approaches to ethnic conflict of neo-realism, neo-
liberalism, and systemic constructivism. This problematisation of their inherent
essentialism and state-centrism is augmented in the second chapter by a
comprehensive overview of the concepts, models, and frameworks the three

paradigms employ in analysing and explaining ethnic and ethno-nationalist
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conflict together with the latter's supposed objective of acquiring and
maintaining statehood by critically examining and double-reading explanatory
frameworks such as the ‘ethnic security dilemma’, the ‘ethnic alliance model’,
and instrumentalism as well as the construct of sovereign statehood and
debatable categorisations as failed and de facto states. Chapter three
summarizes the effects of groupism and offers an alternative reading of ethnic
identity as a fluid matrix of identities and interests, introducing the theoretical

lens under which the case study will be examined.

The second part commences with critical reflections on the origins, nature,
and inherent tendencies to ‘pathological homogenisation™® of the two
nationalising states in question in this study, Turkey and lIraq, and juxtaposes
their nationalist discourses with each other as well as with the genesis of
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in both countries up to the 1970s. This admittedly
cursory review of the nationalist state discourses and of those supposedly pitted
against them in pursuit of national self-determination allows us to re-examine
the modernist definitions of ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict given in chapter
one and to dispel some common myths about Kurdish ethno-nationalism that
are routinely employed by the nationalising states as well as some scholars
directly or indirectly legitimising these misconceptions and prejudices. Chapters
six and seven are then dedicated to an introduction of the main social agents
discussed in this study, the most prominent Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties in
Iraq and Turkey, the KDP, PUK, and PKK.

Part three constitutes the main body of the extroverted case study on the
relations between the PKK and KDP/PUK and the status as well as identity of
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq with chapter eight focusing on the origins of
relations between the three Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties up to the Anfal
campaign during the Iran-lraq War. Here it already becomes apparent that the
strict hierarchical causality of identity and interests explanatory IR purports in
the study of the behaviour and actions of parties in ethnic conflicts is not
tenable, and that the relations between the three parties are better conceived of
as a complex matrix of identities and interests without a hierarchical sequence
or the one generating the other.?® The workings and dynamics of this matrix are
further illustrated in chapter nine which discusses their relations during the

1990s with the birth hour of the so called Kurdish de facto state in Iraq and the
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Kurdish civil war as the most prominent themes under investigation. Chapter ten
shifts focus to problematising the origins of the rapprochement between the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the Justice and Development Party
(AKP, Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi ) government in Turkey after the U.S. invasion
of Iraq, the sea change in the nationalist discourse of the PKK after the capture
of Abdullah Ocalan Chapter eleven represents something of a wrap up of the
main themes of this study by revisiting the central arguments made in the theory
section and putting them in context with today’s identity and status of the
Kurdistan Region in the triangle of relations between the Iraqi central
government, Turkey, and the PKK. The study concludes with deliberations on
what this study’s portrayal of the Kurdistan Region’s status and identity can tell
us about sovereign statehood as a socio-political construct at large and about
the nature of ethno-nationalist conflict in general and closes with the hope that
the contribution to the discussion of these subjects made here will trigger a
rethink in our discipline of its epistemologies, ontologies, and methodologies,
ideally leading to us categorisers and analysts, while always remaining co-
protagonists of the social world we describe, at least refraining from

exacerbating its deepest divisions and most violent expressions.

A study this wide in scope and ambition with such complex themes as
ethnic identity and conflict and state sovereignty, together with a wide host of
sub-themes, will by its very nature always remain incomplete. Some of the sub-
themes, while of evident relevance, are touched upon here only cursorily, and
references are made to the extensive array of contributions in the literature on
topics such as, for example, the nuances of the post-structuralist body of
thought in relation to social identities, the legal aspects of national self-
determination, strategies and tools of state-building, or on the complexities of
the socio-political composition of Iraq beyond the Kurdistan Region. These
limitations, like the restriction to a single significant case study, were necessary
in order to remain focused on the core arguments of the inquiry, yet, in the spirit
of the study as a whole, should be understood as possible points of departure

for future research.
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1.) ‘Groupism’ or How Explanatory International Relations

Theory Explains Ethnic and Ethno-nationalist Conflict

Ethnic groups and nations

Since the Gulf War of 1991 sparked global interest in their fate, most
writers, scholarly and popular, have denoted the Kurds as the world’s largest
ethnic group without a state or state-less nation. This designation seems to rest
on two presumptions: first, that Kurds from the four parts of what is subjectively
or colloquially called Kurdistan are one organic, substantive, distinct,
homogeneous, bounded group, identifying themselves and perceived as a
social unit; second, it suggests — how implicit or legitimate, whether active or
symbolic is debatable — a claim to statehood. Such essentialist presumptions
are usually thought to be the preserve of scholars of a primordialist view on
ethnic groups and nations which is claimed to be largely demode and obsolete
today.®' Primordialists hold ‘that nations [are] around “from the first time” and
[are] inherent in the human condition, if not in nature itself ... Nations [are]
seen as forms of extended kinship and as such [are] ubiquitous and coeval
with the family’.%? In the Kurdish case this can be illustrated by one scholar
contending that the thousand year span from the 5" century BC until the 6™
century AD, ‘marks the homogenisation and consolidation of the modern
Kurdish national identity, [t]he ethnic designator Kurd is established finally, and
applied to all segments of the nation’.%® Given such extravagant claims
unperturbed by historical facts, it is hardly surprising that Anthony Smith comes
to the conclusion, ‘primordialism has either a flawed theory or none, and little or
no history, being reductionist or largely speculative and ahistorical’.** And yet,
despite its obvious ontological flaws, primordialism, contrary to some claims,®
has not fallen out of favour in the social sciences. On the contrary,
primordialism or, what it is often referred to in contemporary parlance as

essentialism,®®

still enjoys considerable popularity in the social sciences, in
particular in the discipline of IR. In addition to the socio-biologist approach,®’
one of the key texts on ethno-nationalism,®® and, with some restrictions, the
today most widely referenced work on ethnic conflict, Donald Horowitz’ Ethnic

t69

Groups in Conflict,” either directly advocate or can be associated with an
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essentialist understanding of ethnicity and nation. Here, ethnic groups are
viewed as organic, static, substantive, distinct, homogeneous and bounded
units whose objective characteristics or identity markers that simultaneously
define them and set them apart from other groups are observable and, to a
certain extent, empirically measurable. Consequently, an essentialist definition
of ethnicity ‘embraces groups differentiated by colour, language, and religion; it
covers “tribes”, “races”, “nationalities”, and “castes™, and membership within
these groups ‘is typically not chosen but given’.”® This notion of kinship ‘makes
it possible for ethnic groups to think in terms of family resemblances’,”" and the
cohesion of such a group is usually measured through the variable of inner-
group solidarity among its members. In addition to its prominence among a
wide range of scholars, primordialist/essentialist portrayals of ethnic conflict
dominate the popular and political discourse in the media and among policy
makers, and, naturally and most significantly, are the preserve of nationalist

elites:

For the nationalists, nationality is an inherent attribute of the human condition ....
They believe that humanity is divided into distinct, objectively identifiable nations.
Human beings can only fulfil themselves and flourish if they belong to a national
community, the membership of which overrides all other forms of belonging. The
nation is the sole depository of sovereignty and the only source of political power
and legitimacy. This comes with a host of temporal and spatial claims — to a unique

history and destiny, and a historic homeland.”

In the Kurdish case such essentialist claims by nationalist elites to the unity,
cohesion and destiny of the nation, irrespective of the divisions modern
nationalising states have imposed on its members, are illustrated by, for
example, the prominent Kurdish politician and human rights activist Leyla Zana
claiming the Kurdish nation to be represented by three leaders: Abdullah
Ocalan, Massoud Barzani, and Jalal Talabani.”® This triumvirat of nationalist
leaders is declared to control the fates of all Kurds, whether they hail from
Turkey, lIraq, Iran, Syria or the diaspora. Those leaders are averred to
authoritatively speak on behalf of all Kurds, as, for example, when Masrour
Barzani, groomed for one day succeeding his father Massoud as President of

the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, recently declared:
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If | tell you that you can find a Kurd that doesn’t have a dream of having his own
state, | think | wouldn’t be telling you the truth. And | think the Kurds deserve to

have their own independent state, like any other nation.”

Yet, contrary to what we are told in the literature, where in the social
sciences we are made to believe that ‘we are all’, to a greater or lesser extent,
‘constructivists now’  (Brubaker 2009: 28), primordialist/essentialist
understandings of ethnicity, and consequently ethnic and ethno-nationalist
conflict, not only survive in the public and political but also in the scholarly
discourse. This persistence of essentialism in the study of ethno-nationalist
conflict, | argue, can to no small degree, be ascribed to the dominance of
explanatory IR in explaining issues of war and peace in the international
domain and to its pre-eminence in informing policies in response to ethno-
nationalist conflicts. To trace and deconstruct these narratives of ethno-

nationalist conflict in explanatory IR is the prime objective of this study.

For presumptions about the unity, social cohesion, solidarity, and ultimately
destiny of a nation are not limited to a primordialist view of ethnicity. As will be
shown, they also feature prominently in the paradigm that is imputed to be the
diametrical opposite of primordialism/essentialism: modernism. Modernism as
applied to these questions can be understood as a very loose umbrella term for
a variety of quite diverse perspectives on ethnicity and nationalism,” many of
which will be discussed in turn. Suffice it to say here, even at risk of gross
simplification, that for modernism ‘nationalism, in short, is a product of
modernity ... and so [are] nations, national states, national identities, and the
whole “inter-national” community’.”® Individual scholars’ perspective may differ
on nuances, on whether nationalism can be understood as a reaction to the
uneven development and class divisions that accompany the novel form of
production that is industrial capitalism; whether nationalism is an expression of
an increasingly liberal, literate and educated bourgeoisie that oppose the
ancient regime of absolutist monarchies, which then makes it inseparably
interlinked to the idea of the modern, sovereign and inevitably democratic state
based on a constitutional order rather than royal prerogative; whether it can be
traced to the Kantian principle of self-determination within the larger context of
the European Enlightenment propagating individual and societal freedoms; or

whether nations are a product of social engineering of modern elites in an
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attempt to homogenize and control the masses, but what they all share is ‘a
belief in the inherently national, and nationalist nature of modernity ... in this
view, modernity necessarily took the form of nations and just as inevitably
produced nationalist ideologies and movements’.”” The modern era is therefore
inseparably linked to the new ideology of nationalism, to this new form of
humans organizing themselves in communities and polities grounded in a new

kind of collective identity, and thereby creating a new global order.

The final point made here is of particular importance in the context of how
explanatory IR explains identity and state formation: the concomitance, almost
equation of modern, sovereign state and nation, where the one is contingent on
the other in an almost symbiotic relationship. This view is distinctly expressed
in the definition of nationalism of Ernest Gellner, who famously declared,
‘nationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and
the national unit should be congruent’.”® It is even more explicit in the works of
Anthony Giddens,”® Michael Mann,® and John Breuilly, where the latter
stipulated that nationalisms are ‘political movements seeking or exercising
state power and justifying such action with nationalist arguments’.®" For him the
principal of these nationalist arguments, that ‘the nation must be as
independent as possible, [t]his usually requires at least the attainment of

political sovereignty’,%? is the defining criterion for a nation.

In the Kurdish case then, the Kurds failure to achieve statehood is seen as
a result of their not having progressed far enough on the rocky but supposedly
redeeming path of modernity. Authors like Hussein Tahiri who repeatedly

stigmatises Kurdish society as ‘too backward’ and ‘not ready yet’ to constitute a
3

nation,®® and Ali Kemal Ozcan who identifies “treason” as an inseparable
element of the Kurdish ethnic personality [sicl]’, 34 decry the tribalist
segmentaristation of Kurdish society and their political leaders’ petty
particularisms that have lead to birakuji, the interminable series of ‘fratricidal’
wars in which Kurdish NLMs are often reduced to proxies of external powers,
as the root causes for the Kurdish failure to achieve statehood. These scholars,
mostly though not exclusively Kurdish graduates of ‘Western’ universities and
thus, often part of the diasporic discourse, appear to vent their personal
frustrations when they suggest that if only the Kurdish leaders adopt a more
universalist outlook and the Kurdish people feel and act more in pan-Kurdish
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solidarity, they may eventually be rewarded with the ultimate prize modernity
has to offer: statehood. Such normative determinism not only carries forward
the Orientalism of which Western authors are usually accused,® denying the
Kurdish parties autonomous agency and condemning them to perpetual
victimhood — victims of the tribalist structure they are too ‘backward’ to
overcome, or pawns of external exploitations and machinations;® in the
majority of cases analysed, they are claimed to be a combination of both. What
is more, the nation’s sole destiny, one may even say its purpose, is reduced to
acquiring and maintaining sovereign statehood. If it fails in this defining
objective it is either because of external factors, such as when the forces
opposing national self-determination prove overwhelming, or because it is
deemed not sufficiently modern, that is it consequentially does not merit the

designation as a nation.

It seems then as if the major difference between primordialism and
modernism lies in the question, ‘when is a nation?’, and related to that but to a
lesser degree, ‘what is a nation?’, but that on the question ‘what is a nation’s
raison d'étre?” both major paradigms are in accordance: the quest for
sovereign statehood defines the nation in our times. This congruence between
primordialism and modernism in what the nation ultimately means cannot be
emphasised strongly enough; it will form the basis for this study’s critical
reading of how explanatory IR explains ethno-nationalist conflict as implicitly a
conflict about national self-determination, about an ethnically defined nation
acquiring sovereign statehood. Before developing this thought further though,
one needs to turn to the other, related sociological concept that forms the
theoretical basis of the ethnically defined nation in ethno-nationalist conflicts:

the ethnic group.

With a concept as complex as ethnicity that has preoccupied the social
sciences for at least the better part of the past century and in order to provide a
solid theoretical foundation for the subsequent critical reading of how
explanatory IR explains ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict, it seems prudent
to start with the origins of the concept, to go back to the classic theorists who
first discussed it. One of the founding fathers of modern sociology, Max Weber,
famously defined ethnic groups as ‘those human groups that entertain a

subjective belief in their common descent because of similarities of physical
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type or of customs or both, or because of memories of colonisation and
migration; conversely, it does not matter whether or not an objective blood
relationship exists’.®” This definiton is an unambiguous rejection of
primordialism/essentialism that understands ethnic groups and nations as
actual forms of extended kinship, as Weber explicitly states further on when
clarifying that ‘it differs from the kinship group precisely by being a presumed
identity’.%® What constitutes the ethnic group then in the truest sense of the
word is the belief in common descent by the group, and without such belief
there can be no ethnic group. Like an ideology,®® the group identity is sustained
by this shared belief system, a belief in common ancestry and kinship bonds
that is constantly reinforced and reconfirmed by collective memories,
narratives, symbols, and importantly also political action.®® For Weber
continues, ‘ethnic membership does not constitute a group; it only facilitates
group formation of any kind, particularly in the political sphere ... it is primarily
the political community, no matter how artificially organised, that inspires the

belief in common ethnicity’.?" Weber seems to suggest here

that the belief in common ancestry is likely to be a consequence of collective
political action rather than its cause; people come to see themselves as belonging
together ... as a consequence of acting together. Collective interests thus do not
simply reflect or follow from perceived similarities and differences between people;
the active pursuit of collective interests does, however, encourage ethnic

identification.®?

This debate about causes and consequences will be revisited when
discussing the major differences between the main paradigms of explanatory

IR and how they conceptualise identity and the social group.

Since political action does not occur in a social vacuum, this emphasis on
collective political action, directed inward and outward, as a defining criterion
for an ethnic group leads to the second classic theoretical contribution to
understanding ethnicity. In one of the key texts of modern anthropology
Frederick Barth observes, ‘the critical focus of investigation from this point of
view becomes the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff
it encloses ... If a group maintains its identity when members interact with

others, this entails criteria for determining membership and ways of signalling
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membership and exclusion’.® Sinisa Malesevié¢ highlights the importance and

novelty of Barth’s approach:

Before Barth, cultural difference was traditionally explained from the inside out —
social groups posses different cultural characteristics which make them unique and
distinct ... Culture was perceived as something relatively or firmly stable, persistent
and exact. Cultural difference was understood in terms of a group’s property ...
Barth turned the traditional understanding of cultural difference on its head. He
defined and explained ethnicity from the outside in: it is not the “possession” of
cultural characteristics that makes social groups distinct but rather it is the social
interaction with other groups that makes that difference possible, visible, and

socially meaningful.94

Barth thus directs attention away from what he calls ‘cultural stuff as
constitutive of an ethnic group to — drawing on Weber’s collective political
action — the group setting itself apart from others through interaction with them,
through interactive processes of differentiation that not only give meaning to
the others but also to the group itself. ‘Cultural difference per se does not
create ethnic collectives: it is the social contact with others that leads to
definition and categorization of an “us” and a “them”.*® Thus ethnic groups are
in a sense created through that very contact [with other groups]. Group
identities must always be defined in relation to that which they are not — in
other words to non-members of the group’.®® In this vein, ethnic identity is
contextual and circumstantial. What is more constitutive for the process of
ethnic identification is not the social and cultural features of a perceived group
but external influences.”” They determine whether a certain form of identity
matters, that is becomes activated, or remains dormant. These questions of
identity formation will be further elaborated throughout this first part of the
study, but for the moment, in order to analyse how explanatory IR
operationalises these concepts, one may summarise these classic definitions
of ethnicity as follows: when taking the ethnic group as the unit of analysis in
explanations of ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict, what scholars are
supposedly actually studying are belief systems constituted through inter-ethnic
processes of differentiation with others. In this instance the classic texts on
ethnicity resonate in Benedict Anderson’s conceptualization of the nation as an

‘imagined community’. For Anderson, the nation is
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imagined because [its] members will never know most of their fellow-members ...
yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion ...; it is limited because
even the largest ... has finite, if elastic, boundaries beyond which lie other nations
...; it is imagined as sovereign because the concept was born in an age [of]
Enlightenment and Revolution ... nations dream of being free, and ... directly so.
The gage and emblem of this freedom is the sovereign state; finally, it is imagined
as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that
may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal

comradeship.*®

Given these similarities it must have become apparent by now that the
ethnic group and the nation are two quite closely related social concepts. As
has been detailed, both ethnic group and nation are social groups defined by a
shared belief system or ideology and political action directed inward as well as
outward. However, from a modernist perspective they fundamentally differ in

the nature of that political action. As Steve Fenton puts it, “ethnie” shares
much with “nation” but lacks the sense of self governing entity; if an ethnic
group (ethnie) wishes to rule itself it needs to start calling itself a nation’.*® A
similar distinction is made by Barrington who states, ‘a nation is more than an
ethnic group, differing from such a group because of a nation’s belief in its right
to territorial control.’® The two main paradigms, primordialism/essentialism
and modernism, but the latter in particular, in our contemporary world consider
the desire for self-government, for national self determination as constitutive for
a nation, and in the state centric system of modernity, it is argued, such self-
government can only ultimately mean sovereign statehood. The distinguishing
criterion of the aims of conflict, central to the subsequent reading of how IR
explains ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict is summed up aptly by Varshney,
‘ethnic groups ... can live without a state of their own, making do with some
cultural rights (e.g. use of mother tongue in schools) or affirmative action, but
the nation means bringing ethnicity and statehood together.’ From a
modernist perspective then, an ethno-nationalist conflict can therefore be
understood as a violent conflict between two (or more) ethnically defined
nations about acquiring sovereign statehood; an ethnic conflict, on the other
hand, is a political conflict turned violent between two ethnic groups about a
certain issue, usually political status, that does not necessarily feature

acquiring statehood as the objective of one party. According to this reading of
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ethnic and nationalist identities the two categories are not the same, and they

should not be used interchangeably.

And yet, although on the whole embracing a modernist understanding of
nationalism, explanatory IR habitually uses the concepts of ethnic and ethno-
nationalist conflict interchangeably. This is evident in the Kurdish case when for
example, and in addition to other studies discussed below, Nader Entessar
entitles his standard work on Kurdish nationalist movements in Turkey, Iraq,
Iran, and Syria Kurdish Ethnonationalism.'® As will be detailed in Part Two,
though, of all Kurdish nationalist movements throughout history and in all four
respective countries only one party, the PKK, pursued a strictly ethno-
nationalist — that is an irredentist and secessionist — agenda with the declared
objective of creating an independent Kurdish state; all other so called ethno-
nationalist movements sought an accommodation on cultural and political
rights with the respective central government and within the existing state
structure. From a strictly modernist perspective then, they should not be called
ethno-nationalist since their objective was not ‘to bring ethnicity and statehood

».103

together’; ™ sovereign, that is exclusive, territorial control was not part of their

political program.

Such inaccuracies of definition mean explanatory IR’s categorizations of
ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict appear more grounded in ideologically
based presumptions and normative value judgements than in clearly
designated criteria; some ethnic groups, often based on their geo-strategic
importance, are termed a nation, while others are not, long before their
empowered incumbents have even voiced the desire to become one. Yet by
doing so, by letting their presumptions about their object of analysis guide their
categorization, by anticipating ethnic elites’ future demands, these scholars of
explanatory IR not only reify those demands, they actually write them into

existence and thus directly intervene in the ethnic conflict they set out to study.

Having highlighted this ontological flaw in explanatory IR’s categorization of
ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict, whose far-reaching consequences will be
detailed in depth below, | would argue, though, that the exacting modernist
distinction between ethnic group and nation is analytically untenable in any

event. In most cases it would be exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to
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precisely determine the moment when demands for statehood are made for the
first time — a watershed that, in my opinion, can often only be identified ex post
— and whether the actor making these demands could claim to speak on behalf
of the entire community, that is when an ethnic group becomes a nation or an
ethnic conflict turns ethno-nationalist. If, on the other hand, instead of such
rigid parameters, ethnic identity and nationhood are understood as socio-
political constructsand therefore by their very nature as dynamic, fluctuant,
contextual, as ‘points of temporary attachment to the subject positions which

discursive practices construct for us’,'® that are ‘never a final or settled

matter,'® are ‘decentred, fragmented by contradictory discourses and by the
pull of other identities’,'® there would be no need for such artificial and, as
suggested, highly normative settings of debatable benchmarks. Ethno-
nationalist demands for statehood or demands for cultural and political rights
based on an ethnic definition of the community would both be understood as
expressions of an overall ethnicised discourse, a dynamic discourse that is
accentuated or attenuated according to context, that can wax and wane
between maximalist and moderate positions, that changes back and forth with
circumstance; a discourse that, contrary to the rigid but inconsistently applied
distinction used in explanatory IR, can ultimately be understood to be ethnic as
well as ethno-nationalist precisely because these terms do not denote invariant
points on a linear trajectory from ethnic group to nation, to statehood — as the
modernist paradigm would want it to be — but intermittent moments of an
forever dynamic and never completed discourse. For this reason, in explicit
refutation of the normative equation of ethnic group with nation and a la longue
with the state common in explanatory IR discourses, this study has deliberately
adopted the term ethnic/ethno-nationalist conflict with the caveat of
emphasising its discursive, instead of clearly demarcated and linearly
progressing, nature. In doing so it adheres to what has been said in the
Introduction, that the goal of a deconstructive approach is not to invent a novel
terminology or new concepts but to continue using those discussed in their now

deconstructed form.

A key question that remains after these introductory deliberations is why,
when the above discussed classic texts of sociology and anthropology offer so

clearly a rejection to essentialist understandings of ethnicity, they feature so
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prominently in common-sense views as well as political and scholarly
discourses on ethnic/ethno-nationalist conflict, in particular in the discipline of
IR.

Groupism

This question, fundamental to how ethnic conflict is understood and
explained in IR, can be rephrased to make the inherent problem scholars are
struggling with more explicit: since the basis of these social groups, ethnic
group or nation, is a belief system, a form of identity or an ideology, to what
extent can they then be treated as real, as substantial, and ultimately as actors
in ethnic conflicts? This question has been problematised extensively over the
past decade by Rogers Brubaker who uses the term ‘groupism’ to describe the
tendency in the social sciences to treat social groups as real and substantial.
Since the groupist challenge to how explanatory IR explains ethnic and ethno-
nationalist conflict informs one of the major points of critique of this study,
Brubaker's considerations will be given sufficiently large room here to
subsequently raise some important caveats to his argument. By groupism he

means:

[T]he tendency to take discrete, bounded groups as basic constituents of social life,
chief protagonists of social conflicts, and fundamental units of social analysis ... to
treat ethnic groups, nations, and races as substantial entities to which interests and
agency can be attributed ... to reify such groups , speaking of Serbs, Croats,
Muslims, Albanians in the former Yugoslavia, of Catholics and Protestants in
Northern Ireland, of Jews and Palestinians in Israel and the occupied territories, of
Turks and Kurds in Turkey, or of Blacks, Whites, Asians, Hispanics and Native
Americans in the United States as if they were internally homogeneous, externally

bounded groups, even unitary collective actors with common purpose.'”’

But of course we do, one may interject here, since we have just established
that the common purpose of acquiring sovereign statehood defines a nation, as
equally do cultural markers such as language, religion, myths, symbols, and
narratives established as constructed boundaries in interaction with others
define the ethnic group. But since belief systems are never universally held,
what then of those members of the group who do not share these markers,
who do not believe in this common purpose of acquiring sovereign statehood;
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are they then by definition not members of the group or nation? What about
those Palestinian Israelis who feel allegiance to the Israeli state instead of a
potential future Palestinian? What about mixed marriages and their children in
the United States? What of those Kurds who do not feel that Abdullah Ocalan,
Massoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani can speak with authority on their behalf,
and what about Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the biggest Kurdish guerrilla
movement, who himself until late in his life only spoke a very broken Kurdish?
Are they by definition then not Palestinian, Black, White, Hispanics, or Kurds,
because they do not share these cultural markers or beliefs? In his critique of
groupism Brubaker then not only highlights the fact that identities in the real
social world are never as clear cut as some theories would have them to be —
that in itself should be considered common sense in the twenty-first century,
but unfortunately all too often is not, and will be discussed in great detail in
chapter four — but rises the equally important question of representation. For
what he criticises is not how these individuals are seen by other members of
the group and how they are categorised within that ethnic group or nation, but

how we supposedly detached social scientists deal with them.

To be sure, for ethnic elites homogeneity, group cohesion and solidarity and
the undivided allegiance of its members to the ethnic principle is as much a
defining criterion as the polarizing principles of identity formation based on ‘us’
versus ‘them’ dichotomies. As a matter of fact they not only complement but
constitute each other, based on the principle ‘amity inside, enmity outside’.’®® A
similar point was already made by Sampson, when ‘any increase in group
cohesion seems to be gained at the price of heightened hostility towards

outgroups’.’® Kecmanovic elaborates:

The fact is that the identification of the group enemy smoothes, buffers, or
completely neutralises intragroup antagonisms. Discriminative aggressiveness
against strangers and the strengthening of bonds among group members go hand
in hand and mutually reinforce each other. One might even say that there is no

closeness within the group without an enemy from without the group.'"

To be sure, this understanding of identity based on difference, even enmity,
made most explicit in Julia Kristeva’'s famous assertion that the exclusion of
others ‘binds the identity of a clan, a sect, a party, or a nation’, being both at

the same time, ‘the source of the pleasure of identification (“this is what we are,
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therefore this is what | am”), and of barbaric persecution (“that is foreign to me,
therefore | throw it out, hunt it down, or massacre it’),""" is not without
controversy or disagreement and will be taken up again in chapter four. For the
moment it is important to record that such ‘strategic esstentialisms’ in the
terminology of Gayatri Spivak,''® are understandable, even normal in an
ethnicised discourse. The use of an essentialised version of oneself —
individual or group — for the sake of self-representation in order to achieve
political gains, while not without internal and external controversy, is part of
their job description. In the eyes of ethno-nationalist elites, unity, or at least
maintaining the pretence of it, is the single most important goal and interest
that constitutes and defines a nation or ethnic community. Yet strategic
essentialism should not be understood as fake, as theatrical performance, as
nothing but a show put on to mend internal fences, as | often encountered in
discussions. Since those ethnic elites often have grown up within an already
heavily ethnicised discourse and among cultural markers such as myths of
origin or narratives of ancient hatreds between groups in which they genuinely
believe, a phenomenon Anthony Smith calls the ‘participants’ primordialism’,'"
these essentialisms, while strategically employed, may appear thoroughly
normal to them, as the natural way things are and are meant to be. And even if
they did not share all of these notions, it is not difficult to see how the role they
perform every day, propagating these beliefs of unity, cohesion, solidarity, and
common purpose, can readily translate into a habitus. While such
preconditions and transformations are easily traceable, ‘for Spivak the
concomitant risk is that the essentialist use of master [concepts] such as
woman, worker or nationalist to mobilize the disempowered groups may ossify
into a fixed identity’."'* If ethnic group formation is based on an ‘us’ versus
‘them’ dichotomy, on politics of differentiation, and on maintaining and
reconstituting cultural boundaries in an ethnicised discourse, these politics
typically involve acts of exclusion, not only against the easily identifiable other,
but also against those within the group that do not fully share the group’s
essentialised beliefs, a process of segregation that ultimately has them
becoming part of the other. Such acts of separation, one may say, are the
lamentable but nonetheless commonplace product of identity politics or an

ethnicised discourse.
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Yet, for us social scientists, our requirements like our aims, should be
different.

Ethnic common sense — the tendency to partition the social world into putatively
deeply constituted, quasi-natural intrinsic kinds ... is a key part of what we want to
explain, not what we want to explain things with; it belongs to our empirical data,
not to our analytical toolkit ... We obviously cannot ignore such commonsense

primordialism. But that does not mean we should simply replicate it in our scholarly

analysis or policy assessments.'"®

When we scholars uncritically accept the rhetoric of ethno-nationalist elites,
we run the risk of becoming complicit in their attempts to ethnicise the
discourse. If we scholars, rather than calling it into question, adopt the ethnic or
nationalists elites’ strategic essentialism as the basis of our enquiries or take on
‘categories of ethnopolitical practice as our categories of social analysis’,""® we
contribute to the reification and substantialisation of the those elites’

primordialism and to the reproduction of its logic.""” To be sure,

as analysts we should certainly try to account for the ways in which — and the
conditions under which this practice of reification, this powerful crystallization of
group feeling, can work. But we should avoid unintentionally doubling or reinforcing

the reification of ethnic groups in ethnopolitical practice with a reification of such

groups in social analysis.""®

In sum, and to put not too fine a point on it, one may conclude, while ethnic
elites, by essentialising the group they claim to represent, are acting within the
confines of their supposed social roles, we as scholars and analysts, by
subscribing to their claims without challenging these strategic essentialisms fail,
| would argue, in our duty to critically analyse them; and it is this failure that is

the main point of critique of this study.

The neo-realist and neo-liberal paradigms

| would further argue that explanatory IRis particularly prone to such
groupist practice. In explanatory IR’s approaches to ethnicity the essentialist
and substantialist presumptions of groupism manifest themselves on three
levels: (1) operationalising ethnicity as the dependent or independent variable

and therewith according it with limited or pre-eminent explanatory power, (2)
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equating ethnic groups with states, and (3), as a consequence thereof, all too
often equating ethnic conflict with ethno-nationalist conflict by postulating that a
desire for sovereign statehood of a disenfranchised group is the cause of the
conflict at hand and the disenfranchised group’s aspiration. As will be shown
throughout this study these levels and the inherent presumptions that inform
them lead to the reification of ethnicised discourses, politicised ethnicity, ethnic
divisions, and the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ dichotomies that often form the basis of
ethnicised discourses. The practice of groupism in explanatory IR on these
three levels will be discussed at great length in the following chapter, but for the
moment it seems imperative to offer a broad overview of the main arguments

and points of critique made in this study.

Concurrent with or instigated by Brubaker's critique, scholars have
problematised the quantification of ethnicity in large n-studies on intra- and/or
inter-state conflicts — usually based on record sets such as Ted Robert Gurr’s
Minorities at Risk (MAR) project or the Ethno-Linguistic Fractionalization (ELF)
dataset — that operationalise the ethnic group as their unit of analysis as if it
were a substantial entity and not a socio-political construct, and in consequence
explain its actions as derivative of the fact that ethnicity is the element defining
and cohering the group.’" In such studies, the action of the respective parties,
antagonistic or collaborative — the dependent variable — is a function of their
being part of an ethnic group — the independent variable — and follows and
reifies the same ethnicised logic: a logic of presupposed internal homogeneity,
cohesion, solidarity, unity, and common purpose in opposition to the
constructed other, that is groups of the same qualities yet of a different ethnic
ascription. What is particularly conspicuous here is that these simplistic and
essentialist approaches that operationalise ethnicity as the independent variable
in explaining ethnic conflicts and by implication accept the conversion of
ethnicity as the independent into the determining variable; that is ultimately, if
groupist-think is brought to its tautological conclusion, ethnic and ethno-
nationalist conflicts are explained with ethnicity. An illustration of such flawed
and potentially harmful reasoning would be the infamous ‘ancient hatreds’
Robert Kaplan claims to have identified as the root cause for conflicts of the
1990s in the Balkans.'®
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The second dimension of groupism and the selection of the ethnic group as
unit of analysis in the study of ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict is the belief in
the unitary actor. ‘Although participants’ rhetoric and commonsense accounts
treat ethnic groups as the protagonists of ethnic conflict, in fact the chief
protagonists of most ethnic conflict ... are not ethnic groups as such but various
kinds of organizations ... and their empowered and authorized incumbents’."?’
These organizations, in the broadest sense, can be states and autonomous
polities that can be further subdivided into branches of government, ministries,
political parties law enforcement and intelligence agencies, the armed forces,
etc.; they can be insurgencies, paramilitary groups, terrorist organizations,
armed bands and gangs, etc.; they can also include social movement
organizations, NGOs, churches and other religious communities, unions and
advocacy groups, various branches of the media, in the widest sense even

loosely structured Facebook groups. But these organizations

cannot be equated with ethnic groups. It is because and insofar as they are
organizations, and posses certain material and organizational resources, that they
(or more precisely their incumbents) are capable of organized action, and thereby
of acting as more or less coherent protagonists in ethnic conflict. Although common
sense and participants’ rhetoric attribute discrete existence, boundedness,

coherence, identity, interest, and agency to ethnic groups, these attributes are in

fact characteristic of organizations.122

In sum, Brubaker holds that the actors in ethnic conflict are not ethnic
groups but individuals and organizations who ethnicise the political discourse.
For, echoing Weber and Barth, ethnicity is a belief system, a way of seeing the
world, a point of view of these individuals and organizations but not substantially
real, or only real as part of a discourse and for as long as they are imagined,
believed in. ‘In this sense identity does not, and cannot, make people do
anything; it is, rather, people who make and do identity, for their own reasons
and purposes’.'® Consequently, social groups ‘do not have the same
ontological status as individuals. Human individuals are actual entities; groups
are not. They cannot behave or act, and they do not have a definitive, bounded,

material existence in time and space’.'®

The fallacy of essentialist simplifications of treating ethnic groups as unitary

actors, of according them a definitive, bounded, and material existence, may be
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better illustrated with a short analogy from IR’s second image, the state, with
which explanatory IR notoriously equates ethnic groups. Take, for example, the
statement, ‘in 2003 the United Kingdom went to war with Iragq’ which could
appear superficially speaking correct. Given the fact, though, that in the crucial
House of Commons debate on 18 March, 149 MPs opposed the government
motion to go to war — the largest parliamentary opposition to a government
motion in almost two hundred years — that three ministers of PM Blair’s cabinet
resigned in protest over it, that in London alone one million protestors went into
the streets on 15 February to demonstrate against the war — the biggest public
rally in the city’s history — and how the decision to go to war has troubled and

divided British society ever since,'®

it would certainly be more accurate to
couch these events in terms along the lines of, ‘in 2003 the British government
under Prime Minister Tony Blair succeeded, amidst sizeable opposition, in
effectively using its dominance of the political and public discourse to push
through a motion in parliament to commit British troops to toppling the Ba’athist
regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq’. If it is already problematic, as the example
illustrates, to speak of a state as a unitary actor, it is even less tenable to do so
with an ethnic group that usually lacks the democratic decision making bodies
of a state and where often an insurgency with a questionable and autocratic

Fihrerkult, such as the PKK, claims to exclusively represent the group.

And yet for neo-realists in IR, not unlike ethnic elites, one may say in
admittedly simplified terms, national cohesion is supposed to be a pre-given not
further questioned. Not only do domestic politics rarely matter, and sovereign
nation states are perceived and treated like a ‘black box’,'® as unitary, rational
actors in an anarchic international system. This focus on the ‘third image’ of
realism in IR, the structure of the international system, at the expense of the
other two, the individual and the state, has not always been the case. On the
contrary, they feature prominently in the writings of such classic realist thinkers
as Machiavelli and Hobbes and are still given ample room in Kenneth Waltz’
Man, the State, and War.'"?’ This changed, though, with his Theory of

International Politics,128

129

which, together with Hedley Bull's The Anarchical
Society, = is widely considered to be the founding text of structural or neo-
realism. In it Waltz posits that differences between states ‘are of capability, not

function’,”° and that ‘international politics consists of like units duplicating one
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another’s activities’.">' What matters from this perspective are no longer the
different characters of actors in the international system — they are seen as
quintessentially the same, as ‘like units’, and egoistic maximizers of material
interests — but the anarchic nature of the international system, and what forms
of behaviour this anarchic structure induces. With this narrow lens on
international relations becoming salient in the 1970s questions of identity, that is
the character of actors in the international system, have become neglected in
explanatory IR to our discipline’s detriment."? In sum, with domestic factors and
the identity of actors considered irrelevant, neo-realism perceives of the state as
a unitary, substantive, distinct, homogeneous, bounded actor in the international
system, thus, when equating them with states, reifying the politics of ethnic
division of ethno-nationalist elites,'** echoing what has been identified earlier as
groupism. One of the most eminent critics of neo-realism, Richard Ashley,

wrote about neo-realism’s tendency for reification:

The state must be treated as an unproblematic unity: an entity whose existence,
boundaries, identifying structures, constituencies, legitimacies, interests, and
capacities to make self-regarding decisions can be treated as a given, independent

of transnational class and human interests, and undisputed (except, perhaps by

other states)."*

| argue that the same tendency for reification, and therewith groupism, also
characterises neo-realism’s approach to ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict. In
one classic reader on IR theory, groupism is even declared to be one of the

‘three core assumptions’ on which the (neo-)realist school of thought is based:

Groupism: Humans face one another mainly as members of groups ... people need
the cohesion provided by group solidarity, yet that very same in-group cohesion
generates the potential for conflict with other groups. Today the most important human
groups are nation states, and the most important source of in-group cohesion is

nationalism.'®

Neo-realism and neo-liberalismstill enjoy considerable influence in
explanatory IR. Interestingly, neo-liberalism originated from a pluralist critique of
structural or neo-realism that took issue with its conceptualization of states as
unitary and rational actors and strove to give the role of transnational and non-
state actors greater room in analysis.”*® These pluralistic traditions were

relegated to the background, though, in Robert Kehoane and Joseph Nye's
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Power and Interdependence'’

that tried to play neo-realism at its own game by
on the one hand adopting the neo-realist tenet of the state as the unitary actor,
yet on the other to demonstrate via ‘regime theory’ that cooperation between
states in an anarchic international structure not is only possible but, drawing on
the theory of Kant’s ‘liberal zones of peace’, actually quite common - an
intellectual thrust that was further fleshed out in Stephen Krasner’s International

139 «

Regimes'® and Robert Kehoane’s After Hegemony ."*° ‘Neoliberalism’, then,

is a variant of liberal IR theory that focuses on the role international institutions play
in obtaining international collective outcomes ... In order to examine international
cooperation, neo-liberalism subscribes to a state-centric perspective which, like
structural realism, considers states to be unitary, rational, utility-maximizing actors

... that is, states are treated as unified entities with particular, specific goals rather

than composites of many different domestic actors and competing interests.*

That means, like for neo-realists, that the sovereign nation state in the
anarchic international system is the main unit of analysis for scholars in the neo-
liberal paradigm, yet unlike neo-realists and echoing somewhat the classic
liberal/pluralist tradition, the importance of the domestic decision making
process is at least acknowledged. As has been pointed out though, this
acknowledgement amounts to very little since domestic pluralism is confined to
a homogenizing corset of hierarchical decision making that, in the end, has the
state speaking with one voice in the international arena in the rational pursuit of
its national self-interest; the state may not be a unitary actor but its policies are
ultimately unitary. ‘Despite their willingness to rely on domestic level
explanations and a more inclusive set of actor types than realists do, most
neoliberals also tacitly adhere to a reified approach to agency’.’*' Indeed, the so
called ‘neo-neo debate’ between neo-realism and neo-liberalism in the 1980s,
more than their differences, highlighted the similarities between both paradigms,
in particular their state-centrism and rigorous empiricist positivism.'*? In the
words of Lacher, ‘no aspect, of the neorealist/neoliberal mainstream of
International Relations scholarship, apart perhaps from its positivist orientation,
has provoked its critics more than the commitment to the analytical centrality of
the state in the study of world politics’.'* Given the attempts from scholars of
both paradigms in the 1980s to explicitly generate a common epistemological
and ontological ground,™ | concur with Waever who rather than a ‘neo-neo

debate’ identifies a ‘neo-neo synthesis’ with state-centrism and the
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conceptualization of the state as a wunitary actor among the defining

commonalities.™® In sum,

what is clear is that neoliberals and neorealists are much closer together than their
neo-neo forebears [classic realism and liberalism] ... the “neos” both rest their
position on what are taken to be the facts of anarchy and the rational egoism of
states ... certainly the two positions are close enough to be seen as offering
different understandings of what is essentially the same (rational choice) research

programme."*°

In conclusion, whether states or ethnic groups at the unit of analysis level,
neo-realism and neo-liberalism in IR treat both as rational, unitary — or unitarily
acting — agents in pursuit of self-interests in a predominantly hostile
international system.'" In the case of ethnic groups, ethnic conflict is explained
through the lens of groupism, that is group cohesion, group solidarity and the
portrayal of the ethnic group, like a state, as a unitary actor. Kenneth Bush

observes:

Communal groups are represented as the functional equivalent of states: unitary,
power-seeking (...) actors in a Hobbesian world In other words, communal groups
are viewed as being analogous to the state epistemologically and ontologically. Like
states, such groups are seen to constitute stable and unified entities, and to act as
coherent and separate totalities.'*?

Drawing on the famous billiard ball analogy, originally coined by Arnold
Wolfers,'* that illustrates how explanatory IR theory has focused exclusively at
the ‘third image’, the international system’, at the expense of the ‘second
image’, the domestic composition of states — in a billiard game what matters are
not the individual properties of the balls, which essentially are the same, but
their external dimension, their interaction with each other — Bush argues that
explanatory IR theory in its analysis of ethnic conflict has simply made the new
unit of analysis fit its already existing epistemological and ontological

framework."°

Thus, the billiard ball model, which is based on relations between separate states
as unified entities, now includes interethnic group relations, each of which
constitutes a unified and separate totality — that is, self-contained and self-
propelling entities. In effect, realism simply adds the notion of ethnic identity to its
basic assumption that the position of a collectivity, whether it be a state or a group,

in an anarchical system is the primary causal variable in the area of security."®’
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As will be discussed at great length in the following chapter, the examples
of the two main explanatory frameworks neo-realism and neo-liberalism in IR
have contributed to the study of ethnic conflict — Barry Posen’s ethnic security
dilemma and David Davis and Will Moore’s ethnic alliance model — attest to this
presumption. Davis and Moore, for example, state ‘we contend that it is useful
to conceptualise ethnic linkages among people across state boundaries as
functionally equivalent to alliances between states’,’® and ‘these alliances
should behave much as alliances between states have been hypothesized to

behave in international relations’.'®®

As for the third level of groupism in explanatory IR, the equation of ethnic
conflict with ethno-nationalist conflict and postulating a pursuit of national self-
determination, understood as gaining independence and sovereign statehood,
here neo-realism and neo-liberalism share the essentialist determinism of
modernism elaborated above. Again, for two paradigms so inseparably wed to a
normative and deterministic state centrism as neo-realism and neo-liberalism
that routinely equate ethnic groups with states in their analysis, it is not at all
surprising that they often erroneously reduce ethnic conflict to a mere pursuit of
sovereign statehood. Before elaborating this thought further when discussing
sovereignty and state centrism in IR in greater detail it is imperative to turn our
attention to the third major paradigm of explanatory IR: constructivism and its

approach to ethnic and ethno-nationalist conflict.

The pitfalls of too narrow a constructivism

All that has been discussed here so far could easily be interpreted as
making a case for a constructivist understanding of identity. Unquestionably
there are profound merits to a constructivist reading of ethnic conflict, primarily
because constructivism, in contrast to the materialist rationalism of neo-realism
and neo-liberalism, puts the identity of the subject at the centre of its analysis.
Constructivism was first and foremost born out of a critique of materialist

% replacing its above detailed ‘logic of consequences’, that is a

rationalism
group’s rational pursuit of a goal for the maximization of an, in the widest sense,
materialistically defined interest, with a ‘logic of appropriateness’, that is the
pursuit of interests that are seen as a function of the subject’s identity shaped
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by beliefs, shared values, norms, and through practices and interaction with
others. While neo-realism and neo-liberalism assume the identity of the subject
of their analysis at large as resulting from those interests, as a pre-given not
worth much further reflection since, in simplified terms, ‘we are who we are
because of what we want’, constructivists advocate the exact opposite: ‘we
want what we want because of who we are’, or in the words of Alexander
Wendt, the pioneer of constructivism in IR, ‘interests presuppose identities
because an actor cannot know what it wants until it knows who it is, and since
identities have varying degrees of cultural content so will interests’.’®® And who
we are, is ‘shaped by the cultural, social, and political — as well as material —
circumstances in which [we] are embedded’,’® that is, first and foremost
through our interaction with others in a social relationship, and how we give
meaning to things, and implicitly ourselves, through dialogue, through ‘collective

157 that result in norms and become

interpretations, practices, and institutions
institutionalised. ‘A fundamental principle of constructivist social theory is that
people act toward objects, including other actors, on the basis of the meanings
that the objects have for them,;'® yet these meanings or ideas, and the
practices that follow from them, are not only contextual and situational, that is
they can change over time and space; they are also ‘not so much mental as
symbolic and organizational, they are embedded not only in human brains but
also in the “collective memories”, government procedures, educational systems,
and the rhetoric of statecraft’.’®® They are, in sum, ‘social facts, rather than
purely material ones, that exist because of the meaning and value attributed to
them’."®® And if ideas and meanings are socially constructed, so are identities
and consequently also interests, which they inform; an insight that corresponds

with the classics on ethnic identity of Weber and Barth discussed earlier.

The role of identity is key to the constructivist approach to society, and its
pioneer in IR, Alexander Wendt conceptualized four forms of identity.'®' The
first, role identity, has no intrinsic properties but derives its meaning from
interaction with others, as elaborated above, and in accord with Barth. ‘Only
through recognition can people acquire and maintain a distinct identity. One
becomes a Self, in short, via the Other.' This mutual recognition co-
constitutive of self and other leads to generalizations of self and other and to the

second form of identity Wendt calls collective identity, where the meanings and
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properties of ‘a generalized Other [form] part of their understanding of [a
generalized] Self.'®® Again, the process of identification occurs through
differentiation, but on this second level on a wider basis that extends beyond
the original group to similar selves via different others; for example the
perception of NATO as a military alliance of democratic states within a certain
region in juxtaposition to non-democratic states that do not adhere to the
principles of human rights, etc.."® This example is particularly applicable in light
of the importance constructivists give to norms in processes of identity
formation, what has been above called a ‘logic of appropriateness’, where ‘what
is rational is a function of legitimacy, defined by shared values and norms within
institutions or other social structures’.'® The third and fourth level, type identity
and corporate identity, are grounded in Wendt’'s distinction between ‘social
terms of individuality’ and ‘individuality per se’,’®® where he identifies certain
properties of identity that are claimed to be pre-social. Those are called
corporate identities with intrinsic values and ‘self-organizing, homeostatic

structures that make actors distinct entities’,167 an essence or core of identities

that these entities ‘in all times and places have in common’,'®® yet that only
derive a wider meaning in the social context through interaction and
intersubjective understanding, and as such are contingent. ‘The former [social
terms of identity] refers to the features of the Self that depend on recognition by
the Other ... The latter connotes to the self-organizing properties of the entity,
existing independent of and prior to the social system’."® It is the last forms of
identity that turn out most problematic in Wendt's framework since they
evidently contradict the first three levels and, to a certain extent, the entire

constructivist concept of identities as social constructs.'”

On the surface, though, the constructivist challenge to the essentialist and
materialist rationalism of neo-realism and neo-liberalism is formidable and its
key tenets are claimed today to be ‘largely internalized in the discipline of IR’."""
In recapitulation, they are: (1) the social constructiveness of ideas, meanings,
norms, identities, and interests; (2) a sound rejection of rationalism and
positivism, since, if the above are social facts, they are difficult to measure
empirically and it is impossible to clearly distinguish between facts and values;
(3) an adjustment of the structure-bias of neo-realism and neo-liberalism

towards a more balanced understanding of the interplay between agency and
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structure in the analysis of the social world. In his groundbreaking critique of
neo-realist and neo-liberal conceptualizations of the inherently anarchic

international system, Anarchy Is What States Make of It, Wendt declares:

Self-help and power politics do not follow either logically or causally from anarchy
and that if today we find ourselves in a self-help world, this is due to process, not
structure. There is no “logic” of anarchy apart from the practices that create and
instantiate one structure of identities and interests rather than another; structure
has no existence or causal powers apart from process. Self-help and power politics

are institutions, not essential features of anarchy. Anarchy is what states make of
it.172

173

Here and in an earlier essay "~ Wendt, drawing on Gidden’s theory of

structuration,’” takes great pains to ‘make the actual behaviour and properties

175 and to

of states “problematic” rather than simply accepting them as a given
demonstrate how ‘a social structure leaves more space for agency, that is for
the individual or state to influence their environment, as well as to be influenced
by it'.'® This is to say that in refutation of the Waltzian neo-realist dictum of ‘the
structure as an independent force external to the acting unit’,"”” of the structure
determining the actors, Wendt portrays them as mutually constitutive, as the
product of the inter-subjective interaction between actors on a structural level. In
sum, agents and structures have ‘equal ontological status’.'’® It therefore seems
patently reasonable when Lars-Erik Cederman claims that, in contrast to neo-
realism and neo-liberalism, ‘to find exceptions from reified actors [in IR], one
has to turn to ... constructivist theory’ and in particular the writings of Alexander

Wendt.""®

Alas, the very opposite is the case. In fact, what is often called a

‘systemic’,'® ‘thin’, '8

after its key theorist, Wendtian, or in this study, narrow
constructivism arguably may become as guilty of essentialising and of reifying
the actor as its neo-realist and neo-liberal counterparts. The reason for this
tendency lies in the above mentioned fourth level of Wendt’s conceptualization
of identity that openly contradicts the previous three. This contradiction stems
from Wendt’s attempts to charter a ‘media via’'®? through the debate between
what is commonly referred to in IR as ‘rationalists’ and ‘reflectivist’, to carve out
for constructivism a ‘true middle ground’ between these two approaches,'® ‘to

bridge the still vast divide separating the majority of IR theorists from
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postmodernists’,'® by combining a positivist epistemology with a post-positivist
ontology — an experiment in having it both ways that inevitably has to fail,
leading Maja Zehfuss to conclude, ‘Wendt's constructivism does not work’.'®
The crux of the problem with Wendt’'s balancing act on identity is that he
conceives of state identity as at the same time constructed and changeable, as
an expression of role, collective, and type identity, but also as a pre-social, pre-
given stable corporate identity, and after having spent literally hundreds of
pages in Social Theory of International Politics elaborating that identities
resulting from social interaction are more basic than interests, he declares that
he is less interested in ‘state identity formation’ than in the workings of the state
system, ‘the structure and effects of states (or “international’) systems’,'®
where states have essential properties ‘prior to and independent from social

context’, thus not ‘considering the constitution of states in the first place’.'®’

From this perspective, it is impossible to explain how fundamental changes occur,
either in the nature of international society or in the nature of state identity. By
bracketing everything domestic, Wendt excludes by theoretical fiat most of the

normative and ideational forces that might prompt such change.188

Ultimately, in effect then, Wendt's narrow constructivism does not differ
much in its rationalist positivist and state-centric meta-narrative on identity from

neo-realism and neo-liberalism.

Wendt’s flip-flopping on identity has confused scholars and students of IR
ever since then, but Christian Reus-Smit errs when he critically remarks that
‘Wendt’'s writings represent the only true form of this rarefied example of
constructivism’."® On the contrary, voicing a commitment to the constructed
nature of identity but then proceeding to treat identities as relatively stable pre-
givens, thus refusing to incorporate in their ontologies what the social
constructedness of identities actually means, that they are the product of social
discourses and that there cannot be identities prior to these discourses, is a
tendency strikingly common in the social sciences. This ‘clichéd
constructivism’,’® a constructivism in name only — limited to the introductory
section of texts or expressed in customary yet seemingly perfunctory
disclaimers — but where the main analysis, at large, continues to be done under
essentialist and substantialist presumptions of ethnic identities, often bordering
a primordialism slipping in through the backdoor, is particularly pervasive in
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explanatory IR’s writings on ethnic conflict. This becomes for example evident in
a series of recent prominent large n-studies based on the Ethnic Power
Relations data set at the University of California, Los Angeles, and the related
Ethnic Armed Conflict data set at Harvard University."' Not only is it telling that
the GeoSim agent-based models developed by Lars-Erik Cederman that form
the core of his team’s survey of ethnic conflicts was first developed to simulate
interstate relations, similar presumptions about unitarily acting ethnic groups
that form the basis of neo-realist/neo-liberal readings of ethnic conflict and
group solidarity also characterise these n-studies’ narrow constructivist
understanding of ethnic identity. On the one hand the authors want ethnicity to
be understood as ‘a subjectively experienced sense of commonality based on a
belief in common ancestry and shared culture’, that is socially constructed, but
then proceed to caution, ‘we do not distinguish between degrees of
representativity of political actors who claim to speak for an ethnic group, nor do
we code the heterogeneity of political positions of leaders claiming to represent
the same community’;'®? thus the authors, like Wendt, not only bracket the
‘domestic component’, i.e. the social discourse that brought about these ethnic
identities, but further their studies, like neo-realist and neo-liberal approaches,
treat ethnic groups as unitary actors and indirectly equate them ontologically

with states. In a nutshell, they share the same meta-narrative.'®

Such ‘clichéd constructivism’ becomes also distinctly manifest in a school of
thought commonly referred to as instrumentalism that | locate at the transition
from (neo-)realism to constructivism.'® Here, the image of the nation as an
‘imagined community’ and of identity as a social construct is taken a step further

towards an ‘invented tradition’ in the Hobsbawmian sense,'®®

of identity having
ultimately no intrinsic and little explanatory value. In the instrumentalist

understanding of ethnicity, ethnic identities,

are creations of elites who draw upon, distort, and sometimes fabricate materials
from the cultures of the groups they wish to represent, in order to protect their well
being or existence, or to gain political and economic advantage for their groups and

for themselves.'®

Analogous to Alexander Wendt's narrow constructivism, subsumed under
the catchphrase ‘anarchy is what states make of it’, one may characterize

instrumentalism as subscribing to the slogan ‘ethnicity is what ethnic elites
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make of it’. They exploit ‘national traditions’ they have ‘invented’ for their own
avails and to rally the masses to their leadership.’®” In sum, in the eyes of
instrumentalists, culture is reduced to a means to consolidate and homogenise
societies; ethnic communities are merely ‘informally organised interest
groups’;'® and ethnicity is nothing but a replaceable political tool, a resource;
there is nothing particular, nothing fundamental about it as any ‘old shred and
patch would have served as well’.’®® This modernism, carried to extremes, is
grounded in the classic elite theories of Robert Michels,?*® Gaetano Mosca,**"
and Vilfredo Pareto.?®® Here, a view of society determined by a strict
hierarchical order of a minority, disproportionately drawn ‘from upper-status
occupations and privileged family backgrounds’,?® dominating a largely
apathetic majority that subordinates to authority, is presented; an order that in
its essence remains stable through time as it constitutes the most basic
principle of society and is neither fundamentally altered by social change nor
form of government. According to Pareto, the ruling minority, the oligarchy or
elite, is distinguished by having the ‘highest indices in their branch of activity’,
that is they rise well above the average in their education, accomplishments,
wealth, and organisational ability that allows them to transform their common
will into action; a cohesive, bureaucratic organisation that first established with
the purpose of attaining a certain objective, becomes an end in itself and

persists and governs to justify and maintain its own existence.?**

Instrumentalism therefore exhibits a tendency to also presume of the ethnic
group as a static, substantive, distinct, homogeneous and bounded unit and as
a unitary actor, and like neo-realism, concedes to ethnicity no explanatory value
in itself since it is merely seen as a political tool of elite manipulation for elites to
justify political actions ex post. These ethnic or ethno-national elites are egoistic
interest and profit maximizers who base their actions on tactical and strategic
considerations and cost-benefit analyses — the most important for an elite
obviously being to stay in power; they determine their policies ‘first based on
tactical dictates, and then look to their identity repertoire for characteristics ...
that would allow for the construction of justifying narratives.” Yet, echoing
Gellner, ‘when power considerations call for it, these [well-worn narratives],

communities and traditions will be cast aside and new ones imagined in their
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place’,?*® rendering identities always subordinate to material interests and easily

replaceable.

The problems with such a simplistic understanding of how identity works are
obvious. First, instrumentalism’s logic is not only circulatory and tautological, it
also fails to explain why and how these ‘invented traditions’ and constructed
narratives ethnic and ethno-national elites employ to justify their policies would
resonate with the masses, how the feelings of communality and solidarity that
constitute them as a group came about in the first place or, echoing Benedict
Anderson, to capture ‘the fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two
centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die
for such limited imaginings’.?®® In instrumentalism, the masses are treated as
‘passive creatures prone to easy manipulation ... they are largely viewed as
homogeneous, ignorant, dependent conglomerates, with child-like qualities’.?%’
At best then, the social reductionism of instrumentalism, by simply
presupposing Wendt's corporate identity or the like as a pre-given order of
things elites then exploit for their own ends, can be understood as neo-realism
with a small constructivist caveat: ideational factors and identities only matter in
the egoistic pursuit of material interests as far as identity and culture are
reduced to politics and how they can be studied as such. Consequently, many
instrumentalists, like neo-realists, founder with their ontological explanations as
to how it is tenable to treat ethnic groups as their unit of analysis and their
theories ‘are epistemologically and conceptually too thin, ... incomplete, and as
such unable to provide a more comprehensive theory of ethnic relations’.?%®
What is more, if ethnicity and ethnic groups are only what ethnic and ethno-
nationalist elites make of them, such narrow constructivism, as has been
pointed out in IR,*® runs risk of again indirectly reifying the structure via the
agent. A narrow constructivism ‘fails to deliver on its promise to take us beyond
reification, because in order to escape the reified logic of anarchy, it reifies the
state’.'% Applied to ethnic identities this sort of constructivism and related
approaches such as too narrow an instrumentalism, in order to escape the logic
of essentialised groups, reify the ethnic elites and thus indirectly their strategic
essentialisms by making them omnipotent, by, paraphrasing the title of Nicholas
Onuf's famous constructivist work,?'' rendering ethnic identity discourses a

world exclusively of their making. Thus, the outcome of the challenge of such
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narrow constructivism to the essentialisms of the neo-neo synthesis ironically all
too often runs risk of repeating the mistakes of neo-liberalism: the importance
and plurality of internal actors, such as elites, is acknowledged, yet by declaring
these actors omnipotent in shaping the ethnicised discourse, by reifying them
and conceding to them an exclusivity of representation, those actors are
portrayed again as if acting unitarily. In essence, in its ‘clichéd constructivism’
and by making similar presumptions about unitarily acting ethnic groups that
form the basis of neo-realist and neo-liberal readings of ethnic conflict and
group solidarity too narrow a constructivism and instrumentalism, again purport
a very similar meta-narrative to neo-realism and neo-liberalism, one it originally

set out to challenge.

A more nuanced approach to ethnic identity and what is essentially still an
instrumentalist reading thereof is offered by Daniel Posner, whose team studied
electoral systems, voting patterns, and ethnic diversity in relation to economic
growth and public goods provision in several Central African countries.?'? The
main merits of Posner’s findings in relation to this study is that he puts equal
weight on analysing the motives behind political action of the masses as of
elites playing the ethnic card. In his approach, the constituents of elites are no
longer passive victims of elite manipulation; instead he shows them to be as
instrumentalist as the elites in their utilization of ethnicity as a political tool to
attain an improvement of their position. Second, he portrays identities as
contextual, putting emphasis on ‘ethnicity as fluid and situation bound’, as
‘rather than being hard wired with a single ethnic identity, individuals posses
repertoirs of identities whose relevance wax and wane with changes in
context’.?"® In his conceptualization of identity ethnicity is but one of a variety of
identities elites and their constituents can draw on, operationalise, and
instrumentalise in pursuit of their material or ideational interests, although
Posner clearly has more to say on the former than the latter. Yet, in sharp
contrast to Christia’s deterministic instrumentalism, where, ‘when power
considerations call for it, these [well-worn narratives], communities and
traditions will be cast aside and new ones imagined in their place’,?"* Posner
highlights the limits to how easily elites can ‘imagine’ new forms of identity by
reminding us that they can only resort to an already pre-existing repertoire of

identities and not simply ‘imagine new ones’.
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By juxtaposing Christia’s approach with Posner’s it becomes evident why |
have localized instrumentalism at the transition from realism to constructivism.
In Christia’s case, an individual or group’s identity clearly is a function of their
interests, and identity itself is reduced to a political tool, whereas for Posner, for
whom ethnic identity is ‘an admission card for membership to a coalition of
particular size and a source of information about the political coalitions to which

°> one’s interests also determine what form of identity is

others belong’,?'
employed in a given context, yet the repertoire of identities at one’s disposal,
although fluid and alternating, is limited, which puts ‘his’ instrumentalism closer
to the constructivist tenet of identies shaping interests. He contends that, ‘when
| assert that individuals are able to change their identities strategically in
response to situational incentives, | am not claiming that people can choose any
identity they want. Their choices are limited to the identities that are in their
repertoire’,?'® which suggests identies pre-existent to interests. A similar point is
made by Susan Olzak who reminds us of the limits to identity claims since
‘ethnic mobilization expressed through ethnic conflict and protest requires
commitment to a particular identity over some extended time period (and costs
may rise with levels of commitment).?'” Again, this indicates that, contrary to
the belief that new forms of identity can simply be imagined when politically
expedient for elites, that ethnicity can be easily replaced with an alternative form
of identity when the situation calls for it, since in the above quoted words of
Gellner, any ‘old shred and patch would have served as well’, but that
committing to one expression of identity is a long term process that can come
with considerable costs and personal investments and thus is not easily
discarded. These qualifications to instrumentalism made by Posner and Olzak
are crucial because, while shifting our attention from the structure to the agency
of elites and their constituents in ethnic politics, they insert the crucial caveat
that in their agency these elites are not omnipotent but have to act within the
confines of pre-existing identity structures not only in relation to their roles but
also their constituents’, whose identities they seek to instrumentalise to gain
power and who instrumentalise their identities to align themselves with the
powerful. Posner and Olzak’s instrumentalism therefore can be described as
more genuinely constructivist than the ‘cliched constructivisms’ identified by
Brubaker; with their more nuanced approach to agency in identity formation

they make a critical point whose relevance will become evident when discussing
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the limitations to KRG politicians’ freedom of choice in post-2003 Iraqi

Kurdistan.

Having said that, though, despite their constructivist disclaimers, ultimately,
for Posner, as for instrumentalists in general, ‘ethnic identity is simply a means

to an end’. For them,

‘ethnic identities will not be chosen because of the psychological attachment that
actors have toward them or because of the success of some crafty political
entrepreneur in convincing voters that a particular identity is more important than
others. They will be chosen because the identity gains them entry into a more

[beneficial] coalition than the other identities that they might have drawn upon.’218

As elaborated above, | do not believe matters to be that simple, that ethnicity
can be reduced to merely a means to a political end. Conceiving of identities
and sets of believes as nothing but an ‘admission card’ to a ‘minimum winning
coalition’, to a group sizeable enough to affect political change in pursuit of at
the end mostly material interests,?'® fails to explain votes for the Green Party
outside Brighton in the upcoming Britisjh election, nor does it shed light on the
motives of dozens of Kurds self-immolating in the aftermath of Abdullah
Ocalan’s arrest, nor, | would argue, can it account for the formation of the PKK
in the first place, who in the late 1970s can certainly not be described as a

sizeable group or part of any ‘minimum winning coalition’.

The discussion so far of the groupist pitfalls of too narrow a constructivism
has already called attention to the conjuncture that their deficiencies are not
limited to the ontological realm but also extend to its epistemology. By reducing
identity to a pre-given and static corporate identity that due to its exogenous
character has little explanatory value to account for variations in actors’
behaviour, state or group conduct is again, as in the neo-realist and neo-liberal
paradigms, explained through rational and material interests, where questions
of identity are relegated to the repertoire of political rhetoric of elites — as
demonstrated in the instrumentalist approach. By ‘bracketing out’ the other
three dimensions of identity, this form of constructivism hardly differs from neo-
realism and neo-liberalism, and via Wendt’s ‘scientific realism’ ironically adopts
their positivist and empiricist methodology constructivism originally set out to

refute. With positivism comes the belief in scientific objectivism, the myth of the
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detached analyst empirically studying, recording, and explaining social conduct
without having a stake or taking part in it,>° which forms my main point of
critique in the approach of Brubaker discussed earlier.??’ Brubaker correctly
cautions against the process of reification in the social sciences when taking
social — in this context ethnic — groups as units of analysis. Yet, when trying to
draw clear lines between identity and process of identification, not only does he
struggle to impose a theoretical, and | would argue with Jenkins fictitious order
on a ‘human world in which indeterminacy, ambiguity, and paradox are part of
the normal pattern of everyday life’,??? running risk of superseding the ‘reality of
the model’ with a ‘model of reality’,?*> he also appears to worship the false idol
of scientific objectivism. When warning that essentialist reifications of identity
groups in the scholarly discourse ‘reflects the duals orientation of many
academic identitarians as both analysts and protagonists of identity politics’,?%*
he seems to imply that by not taking ‘categories of ethnopolitical practice as our
categories of social analysis’,**> we can remain neutral, detached and objective
observers of identity politics who stay clear of taking any part in it. He clearly
and correctly distinguishes between groups — how members of a collective
identify themselves — and categories®® — how they are defined by others — but

then seems to overlook the fact that, as has been established earlier,

categorisation is as much part of identity as self-identification ... categorization
makes a powerful contribution to the everyday reality — the realization ... of groups.
Attributions of group membership feature routinely in how we categorize others,
and the categorization of out-groups is intrinsic to in-group identification. Who we

think we are, is intimately related to who we think others are, and vice versa.”*’

This process of categorization as co-constitutive of the process of self-
identification, however, is not limited to the social groups from which a certain
group sets itself apart, the direct, as it has been called here, constitutive other. If
group identification goes hand in hand with group categorization, it would be
evidently illogical to assume that the way we as scholars, together with
international politics and the media, categorize a collective would have no
impact on how this collective sees itself, on its process of self-identification. Yet
this is precisely what the myth of positivism and scientific objectivism wants us
to believe, that a clear line can be drawn between the scholarly categorizer and
the categorized, that they are two social spheres apart, where the one engages

in identity politics and the other discretely and dispassionately records, analyses
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and explains those identity politics — an artificial segmentation of the social

world that is not only demonstrably fallacious but also patently absurd.

In this study, on the other hand, inclined to a post-positivist tradition that
clearly rejects the notion of scientific objectivism, knowledge production, which
includes processes of categorization, is always seen as inseparably interlinked
with modes of power and politics of representation.??® From this perspective, we
scholars as categorizers, whether we engage in reification or not, inherently
matter to the categorized, we inevitably are protagonists of identity politics. It is
the very nature of identity and identity discourses, as defined above, that
renders us categorizers and explainers part of it, makes us subjects of the
identity discourse we seek to describe, irrespective of our intellectual or
ideological position, political or scholarly agenda, or adherence to imaginary
principles of scientific objectivism. To believe anything else would be a failure to
recognize our nature as human beings in interaction with others and our role in
the social world of which we are part. Consequently, to critically examine the
role of explanatory IR scholars as protagonists of ethnic conflict is one of the

aspirations central to this study.
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2.) Concepts, Models, and Frameworks

Ethnic security dilemmas

Symptomatic of the ways in which explanatory IR approaches, makes
sense of, and explains ethnic conflict that have been discussed in theory in the
previous chapter are the two main explanatory frameworks explanatory IR has
contributed to capture the dynamics of the onset and development of ethnic
conflicts. In both, the ‘ethnic security dilemma’ and the ‘ethnic alliance
framework’, supposed patterns of state behaviour are extrapolated to ethnic
groups. In both ethnic groups are equated with states as relatively substantive,
distinct, homogeneous, bounded and unitary actors or unitarily acting agents. In
doing so they display at least two of the key characteristics of groupism this

study has identified earlier and subsequently sets out to challenge.

.In the late 1980s and early 1990s IR scholars found themselves confronted
with the fact that conflicts in world politics were no longer predominantly
between states and that the Cold War lens, through which intra-state conflict
had been explained for the better part of fifty years, namely as proxy wars of
two competing power blocks, no longer held any purchase. What is more, these

‘new wars'>?®

appeared mostly rooted in ideational factors, were largely
understood as conflicts of identity, primarily religious or ethnic, and/or
emanating from the implosion of multi-ethnic, multi-religious states such as the
Soviet Union or Yugoslavia.?*® This posed an ontological challenge to neo-
realism which held that domestic factors and ideational values of actors in world
politics mattered little to explain their behaviour in the international arena.
Instead of intellectually packing up and going home though, neo-realist scholars
responded to that challenge by approaching and explaining these ‘new wars’ in
the same way they had already approached and explained the Cold War and
every international conflict since 1815: by propounding that, when studying
international conflict in the longue durée, ideational factors, whether
nationalism, liberalism, religion, or ethnicity, were of secondary importance,
what determined the behaviour, conflictual or cooperative, of actors in world

politics, whether states, nations, ethnic groups, or religious communities, was
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the egoistic pursuit of material interests. And, like individual human beings, the
most fundamental material interest of any organized collective, superior to all
other motives, is supposedly the interest to survive, the drive to self-
preservation. On this premise, Barry Posen set out to explain the collapse of
multi-ethnic and multi-religious states of the late 1980s and early 1990s when
he transferred the classic neo-realist explanatory model of the ‘security
dilemma’ from the level of states to the level of ethnic groups, treating them, as
far as their behaviour and structure are concerned as unitary actors, as
ontologically convertible into states, with few epistemological and ontological
reservations. Confronted with a situation of anarchy ensuing from state
collapse, Posen argued, ‘a group suddenly compelled to provide its own
protection must ask the following questions about any neighbouring group: Is it
a threat? How much of a threat? Will the threat grow or diminish over time? ...
The answers to these questions strongly influence the chances for war?’.?*' The
classic security dilemma, as developed for explaining rational state
behaviour,?*? then stipulates that any action one state/group engages in to
increase its own security in an unpredictable and hostile environment of
anarchy could be interpreted by a neighbouring state/group as a threat to its
own security, as compromising its chance of survival by placing it in a weaker
position via the first group. According to neo-realism, this climate of fear almost
inevitably leads to a race for ever more security and makes conflict between
both states/groups more likely.?*® Posen saw no reason why what is good for
states, would not also be good for ethnic groups, why these patterns of state
behaviour would not also apply to ethnic groups, why the explanatory
framework of the security dilemma would not also explain the behaviour of
ethnic groups in a system of anarchy, and consequently expanded the model
and its implications — from arms races, to political mobilization in order to
reinforce group cohesion, to windows of vulnerability and opportunity that make
pre-emptive war more likely, to incentives for ‘defensive expansion’, a
euphemism for politics of ethnic homogenization by force — to ethnic groups in

conflict.?3

Notwithstanding the fact that the entire construct of the security dilemma
revolves around the pre-condition of anarchy by presupposing a rationality of

fear as the determining variable in explaining actors’ behaviour, for which neo-
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realism has been criticised by generations of scholars in general®® and
Posen’s ‘ethnic security dilemma’ in particular®®® — despite these general
shortcomings, Posen’s model features prominently in leading neo-realist
accounts of ethnic conflict,”®” has been utilized and adapted by a myriad of

scholars from quite diverse intellectual backgrounds,?*®

and, at large, can be
considered the standard device with which neo-realism makes sense of ethnic
conflict. Yet, what concerns this study more is another presumption the ethnic
security dilemma makes: that ethnic groups can be equated with states as
substantive, distinct, homogeneous, bounded and unitary actors or unitarily
acting agents in international relations. Not once does Posen seem to be
troubled by ontological questions as to whether it is tenable to apply a model
developed to explain state behaviour to ethnic groups, and whether it is
ontologically sound to analytically treat ethnic groups in the same manner as
states, as unitary actors (regardless of whether states should be treated as
such in the first place). These questions have concerned scholars like Paul
Roe, who advocate substituting the unit of analysis in studies of state security
with ‘societal security’, in particular in the context of ethnic conflict.?*° The
approach of settling for society, rather than the state, as the unit of analysis in
security discourses originates from the wider context of securitization theory
associated with what is colloquially often referred to as the ‘Copenhagen
School’.?*® As it pertains to reflections on the security dilemma what can be
registered here is that the concept of ‘societal security’ first shifts the analytical
interest from discussing merely material interests as security issues to
ideational factors, for examples acknowledging threats to one’s identity as a
security threat, and therefore directly addresses issues neo-realism deliberately
brackets out from its analysis. Secondly, like neo-liberalism whose models for
explaining ethnic conflict will be taken up shortly, it acknowledges a plurality of

views, interests, and identities, and even actors to constitute its unit of analysis.

Echoing McSweeney®*! and Peaoples & Vaughan-Williams,?*? | argue that
the concept of ‘societal security’ of the Copenhagen School, of society as the
referent object of security discourses, operationalises too static a concept of
identity, failing to take sufficiently into account the constructed nature and
inherent transience and fluidity of identity, and consequently is not only guilty of

groupism but also, like the framework of the ethnic security dilemma at large, of
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reifying ethnic lines of division of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ constructed in an ethnicised
discourse. Like neo-liberalism then, it mirrors too closely for comfort neo-
realism’s groupist presumptions — after conceding agency to it in the first place
— about its unit of analysis, state or society, as an ultimately unitarily acting
agent and therefore replicates many of neo-realism and neo-liberalism’s

ontological and epistemological fallacies.

Roe’s attempts to apply the ethnic security dilemma to the concept of
societal security by allowing ideational factors such as identity greater room for
analysis, in fact for them to be understood as security issues and independent
variables themselves, reminds one of another variation of neo-realist/narrow
constructivist approaches to ethnic conflict that has already been mentioned:
instrumentalism. Now, when discussing concepts and models of explanatory IR
to explain ethnic conflict, | would like to revisit it by way of a recent study on
Alliance Formation in Civil Wars, in which Fotini Christia investigates patterns of
alliance formation and factionalization between and within ethnic groups in
Bosnia and Afghanistan, and subsequently endeavours a generalization of her
findings to civil wars dating back as far as the nationalist revolutions of 1848.243
While | have situated instrumentalism at the transition from neo-realism to
narrow constructivism, Christia sees hers solidly grounded in neo-realism,
presenting it as ‘essentially a neorealist account of group behaviour in
multiparty civil wars. Like neorealists, | posit that alliance choices are [primarily]
driven by relative power considerations’.?** With the egoistic pursuit of relative
power and material interests as the main explanatory variables for alliance
formation between ethnic groups in civil wars and postulating that the rationale
and motives for factionalization within groups are ultimately the same as for

245

alliance formation between groups,“* she deploys the full arsenal of neo-realist,

narrow constructivist, and instrumentalist models to substantiate her conjecture:
from the ethnic security dilemma, to a ‘minimum winning coalition logic’?*® —
groups or factions not necessarily siding with the strongest alliance, but the one
sufficiently powerful enough to win, yet at the same of manageable size to
guarantee a share in the division of power and sinecures after the war — to

1247

‘bandwagoning’“®’ where a weaker party to a conflict realizing that the costs of

opposing its adversary outweigh the benefits and succumbing to an alliance
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dictated by necessity where future spoils of joined conquest are shared
proportionally (Waltz 1979; Walt 1990; Mearsheimer 2001).2%3

Like neo-realists, Christia also ‘supposels] that substate actors in civil wars
behave like sovereign states in the anarchic international system’,?*® and the
‘ethnic, linguistic, regional, relig