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Jihad and Ethnicity in Post-Communist Eurasia. On the Trail of Transnational 
Islamic Holy Warriors in Kashmir, Afghanistan, Central Asia, Chechnya and Kosovo 
Brian Glyn Williams, University of Massachusetts-Dartmouth  
 
With the arrival of US and coalition troops in Kandahar and Kabul, Afghanistan, following 
the unexpectedly swift destruction of the fundamentalist Taliban regime in November 
2001, a new element has appeared in an ongoing ethno-religious struggle that had been 
destabilizing the heartlands of Eurasia since the early 1990s. The unexpected appearance 
of US, British, Turkish and other ISAF (International Security and Assistance Forces) in a 
country whose extremist theocracy has attempted to disseminate its fundamentalist 
interpretation of Islam to the neighboring regions drastically altered the status quo in the 
latest chapter in the ‘Great Game’ struggle for the soul of Central Asia and the Caucasus.1  
 
This latest version of a centuries-old conflict for influence in Central Eurasia has pitted 
Saudi-style Wahhabi fundamentalists against indigenous secularists/Sufi-mystics in a 
transcontinental battle costing tens of thousands of lives. While largely overlooked outside 
of this region, this bloody struggle has surged across Eurasia, from the Pamir Mountains of 
Tajikistan and the Kashmir Vale in the Himalayas, to the mountain villages of the 
secessionist statelet of Chechnya and the war scorched plains of Kosovo. 
 
This struggle for power and the nature of Islam in the heartlands of Eurasia has been 
especially bloody in the plains of northern Afghanistan (the Uzbek, Tajik, and Hazara lands 
around Mazar-i Sharif), Kashmir, eastern Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, as well as the small 
ethno-republics of the Russian Federation’s north Caucasian flank (Chechnya, Ingushetia, 
and Dagestan in particular).  
 
The sudden destruction of the Taliban theocracy and Osama bin Laden’s Afghanistan-
based al-Qaeda al-Subah (The Solid Base) has drastically altered this struggle for Central 
Eurasia that commenced with the fall of Communism. The collapse of the Taliban ‘house of 
cards’ in 2001 has given the secularist, ex-Communist rulers of Central Asia, as well as 
local Sufi-mystic leaders of this region an unexpected victory over their fundamentalist 
opponents. In essence, the eradication of the extremist Taliban theocracy has set back 
the efforts on the part of Saudi-funded Wahhabi fundamentalist missionaries and Al 
Qaeda-trained jihadis (holy warriors) to extend their puritanical interpretation of Islam 
across the Amu Darya River (N. Afghanistan) and into the Sufi lands of the post-Soviet 
Uzbeks, Tajiks, Kyrgyz, and Uighurs.  
 
A background assessment of this understudied conflict presents unique insights into the 
ways in which pre-existing conflicts between Arab-sponsored fundamentalists, local Sufi-
mystics, and various Eurasian ethnic groups have been subsumed in the US-led global 
struggle against jihadi-militants. 

 
Sufis and Commissars. The Nature of Soviet Islam  
To understand the true character of the conflict of Islams that has destabilized much of 
Eurasia over the last decade, one must first engage in a background excursus on the ways 
in which Eurasian Communism altered the existing Islamic societies of this vast region. 
During the Soviet-atheist period, Orthodox high Islam in the USSR’s Muslim borderlands 
was shattered by a series of anti-religious drives in the 1920s and 1930. These brutal 
drives saw mullahs executed as ‘parasites,’ mosques closed en masse, holy texts 
destroyed, Arabic script replaced with Cyrillic, and most facets of official Islam in the 
Soviet ethno-republics suppressed. As a result of this experience, the average Muslim I 
came in contact with in the various national republics of the former Soviet Union more 
closely resembled Homo Sovieticus than Homo Islamicus.  
 
                                                 
1 For an analysis of the Taliban’s efforts to destabilize neighboring states, see Rashid (1999). 
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From the sunny coasts of the Crimean Peninsula (home to secularized Muslim Crimean 
Tatars) to the religiously conservative oasis kishlaks (villages) of southern Uzbekistan and 
cliff top villages of the high Caucasus, I found the Muslims of this multi-ethnic region to be 
more familiar with the sayings of Marx than Muhammad.2 Throughout the former USSR, 
Muslims I interacted with often spoke Russian more fluently than their native tongue, 
drank vodka with a relish that strict Saudi puritans would have found offensive, and 
considered folk Islam to be merely a component of their secularized national identities. 
 
Official Orthodox Islam in the USSR had been systematically destroyed by the KGB-NKVD 
driven anti-religious drives of the l930s and the only manifestations of Islam to survive this 
state-sponsored onslaught were the ancient, Sufi-mystical folk beliefs of the common 
people that operated below the surface throughout the Soviet period.  
 
Islamic morality and identity were sustained in this period of state sponsored atheism only 
by the folk Islam of the Sufi-mystics that could not be eradicated despite the robust 
efforts by the Kremlin to uproot popular Islam in the backward Muslim provinces. For the 
Tatars, Uzbeks, Chechens, Kazakhs, and various other national groups I encountered in 
this ethnically diverse region, ‘Islam’ consisted of festivals (often local holidays, such as 
Nawraz-New Year, that had pre-Islamic roots with no links to the high festivals of Islam, 
such as the Islamic holy month of Ramadan). Ethnic Islam in this region was also made up 
of ancient patriarchal traditions, conservative sexual mores, zikirs (chanting Allah’s name, 
often in dances), local superstitions, Arabic -Islamic personal names, and a vague 
awareness of being culturally different from the dominant ‘Christian’ Russians. A ‘good 
Muslim’ in the USSR might pray on the occasional Friday, wear a sabab (amulet) blessed 
by a Sufi mystic, visit the shrines of local saints for cures (ziyarats), and refuse to have 
his or her daughter marry a non-Muslim.  
 
Despite the continuance of Sufi traditions below the surface, it should come as no surprise 
that the Soviets’ pervasive policies of secularization created a cultural and religious chasm 
between Muslims of the isolated USSR and the bulk of Sunni Muslims in conservative 
Middle Eastern countries. On many levels, the Islamic lands of the Soviet Muslim peoples, 
such as the Chechen highlanders of the Caucasus Mountains, Kyrgyz shepherds of the 
Tien Shan Mountains, and the Tajik and Uzbek farmers of the oases of southern Central 
Asia, were psychologically, spiritually, and culturally cut off from the Dar al-Islam (Islamic 
realm) by the Soviet experiment. The fact that the Soviet Muslims had only an inchoate, 
Sufi form of folk Islam only magnified the differences between Orthodox Arabs of the 
strictly Wahhabi Saudi state and secularized Muslims of the USSR.  
 
This isolating experience was to make this vast, secularized Sufi region a fertile 
proselytizing ground for foreign missionaries when the Communist USSR fell for, in many 
ways, the newly independent ex-Soviet Muslim mystics of the 1990s were a people in 
need of a faith renewal. Although I had come into contact with American missionaries 
attempting to convert the Muslims to Christianity in the region, it was not, however, 
American Christians who found this area a fertile proselytizing ground, but Wahhabi 
missionaries from the religiously conservative states of the Arab Gulf. In the process of 
offering the ex-Soviet Muslims a new sense of Orthodox spirituality and a vehicle for 
opposition to post-Soviet dictatorships, however, the entrepreneurs of Arabic 
fundamentalist Islam and militant jihadism were to threaten the traditional ethnic, political, 
and religious order in this lost Islamic realm. Most alarmingly, the extremists among them 
were also to link these once-isolated Muslim ethnies to the terrorist struggle of the world’s 
most wanted terrorist, Osama bin Laden, and his global jihadi movement. 

 

                                                 
2 For an analysis of the secular Crimean Tatars and their experience with ethnocide, see Williams 
(2001a). 
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Allah’s Foot Soldiers: The Afghan Conflict and the Export of Wahhabi Extremism 
Outsiders who are prone to paint all Muslims with a broad brush strokes often 
underestimate the differences between the experiences and identities of Muslims who lived 
in the USSR and those who lived in the land of the Two Holy Cities, Saudi Arabia. In Saudi 
Arabia, for example, a state-sponsored, austere form of fundamentalist Islam unofficially 
known as Wahhabism, was actively enforced by the Committee for the Prevention of Vice 
and Promotion of Virtue (a religious police force that was later imitated by the Taliban), 
while Soviet Muslims experienced anti-religious drives by the Committee for State Security 
(the KGB).  
 
While Soviet Muslims worked to construct a utopian society based on a Marxist-proletarian 
future, the Wahhabi fundamentalists in Saudi Arabia by contrast sought to turn back the 
hands of time and emulate an idyllic past as it had supposedly existed during the epoch of 
the Prophet Muhammad. As Soviet Marxist materialists sought to create a ‘workers’ 
paradise’ on earth, the Wahhabi faithful in Saudi Arabia looked forward to the heavenly 
paradise promised them by the Prophet. At a time when the Kremlin saw the Muslim 
peoples of the USSR as members of the ‘international class of workers and toilers’ (the 
proletariat), the Saudis saw these ‘oppressed’ Soviet brothers and sisters as lost members 
of the ecumenical community of Muslim believers (the umma). 
 
Seen in this light, it is not surprising that, during the Cold War, diplomatic relations 
between the atheist Soviets and the staunchly conservative-fundamentalist Saudis were 
almost non-existent. This visceral hatred of the atheist Soviets on the part of the Saudis 
was further acerbated by the USSR’s bloody invasion of the Muslim land of Afghanistan in 
December 1979. During the 1980s, the Saudi Istikhabarat (Secret Service), working in 
conjunction with several Saudi charities, the Pakistani ISI (Inter-Services Intelligence), 
and the CIA, channeled tens of millions of dollars and thousands of young Arab fighters 
from Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Morocco, Egypt and elsewhere to the battlefields of 
Afghanistan. In the Dar al-Harb (Abode of War), these international holy warriors waged 
jihad (holy war) against the Soviet invaders of Afghanistan with the aim of preventing the 
‘Godless-atheists’ from absorbing yet another chunk of the Dar al-Islam (Abode of Islam) 
(Griffiths 2001: 229).  
 
While the mono-focused CIA aimed to cynically use these holy warriors as proxies to bleed 
America’s Cold War nemesis to death in the unforgiving mountains of Afghanistan’s Hindu 
Kush, the Saudis had a more ambitious, long term agenda that reflected their own equally 
dualistic vision of the world. As ‘Protectors of the Holy Places of Mecca and Medina’ and 
followers of a puritan form of Islam, the Saudis considered it their duty to not only defend 
the umma from the infidel atheists, but to propagate their ‘true’ interpretation of Islam 
throughout the world.  
 
While the US was sending millions of dollars to finance the anti-Soviet mujahideen, (holy 
warriors) the Saudis (with the active support of the Islamist leader of Pakistan, Zia al Haq) 
used their money to not only arm the mujahideen, but to disseminate their Wahhabi 
version of Islam to tens of thousands of Afghan refugees, war orphans, and Pashtun 
tribesmen in Pakistan’s neighboring Northwest Frontier Province.  
 
In scores of Saudi-sponsored madrasas (seminaries), desperately poor Afghans and 
Pakistani Talibs (students) learned a puritanical, fundamentalist version of Islam that 
challenged their traditional Sufi folk Islamic practices (Griffin 2001: ch. 11).3 This 
proselytizing subtext to the war against the Soviets was the product of a movement in 
Saudi Arabia’s charities and certain government circles that sought to use the country’s 
wealth and influence to propagate Saudi Wahhabism under the pretext of waging jihad 
against Communist aggression.  
                                                 
3 This form of Islam represented a melange of Indian-Deobandi fundamentalism and Saudi-Wahhabism. 
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It is, however, not widely recognized that the strict Wahhabi fundamentalist movements in 
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States were militantly intent on not only defending ‘pure’ Islam 
from the contamination of Soviet atheism and Western secularism,  but aimed to cleanse 
Islam itself of its perceived impurities or false folk practices of the sort found in the 
traditional Sufi Islam of the Afghans, Kashmiris, Central Asians, and Caucasian Muslims.  
 
While thousands of Arab fundamentalist fighters took their external military struggle 
against Soviet-atheist imperialism to the battlefield by volunteering to fight alongside the 
Afghan mujahideen in the 1980s jihad-i ashgar (‘military struggle’) against the ‘Godless 
Soviet invaders’ of Afghanistan, the Arab puritans simultaneously waged an internal 
theological jihad-i akbar (‘higher struggle’, i.e., spiritual struggle) (Ahady 2002). This 
largely unnoticed Wahhabi-funded struggle aimed to purify Eurasian Islam of its ‘heretical 
impurities’ and return it to its romanticized roots as they were imagined to have existed in 
Medieval Arabia at the time of the Salafi (the first few generations of Muslims in Mecca).  
 
It was thus in the context of the Afghan conflict that the Saudis first began actively using 
their petro-dollars to export their Wahhabi-fundamentalist interpretation of Islam across 
the globe in an effort to purify local Islamic practices from Bosnia to Bali. 
 
This ad hoc operation began with the selective dissemination of Saudi funds only to radical 
fundamentalist muhjahideen groups fighting against the Soviets in Afghanistan, a process 
that in many ways empowered a new militant version of global Islamic fundamentalism at 
the expense of moderate Sufi Islam. Moderate (and highly successful) Afghan field 
commanders, such as Massoud the Tajik ‘Lion of Panjshir,’ for example, were not provided 
funding by the Saudis or the Pakistani ISI (which controlled US funding for the mujahideen 
factions). Openly anti-Western fundamentalist extremists (mainly Pashtuns), such as 
extremist warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, on the other hand received millions of dollars in 
support (Cooley 2000: ch. 4). This policy was to pay dividends when ultra-puritanical 
extremist Taliban seized control of Afghanistan and initiated a Wahhabi style theocracy in 
this previously Sufi-oriented land from 1996-2001. 
 
It should be stressed that this export of Islamic fundamentalism was not limited to the 
official Saudi government. Wahhabi Saudi charities and NGOs also took advantage of the 
Qu’ran’s injunction on pious Muslims to pay a zakat (‘tithe’) to channel millions of dollars 
into exporting their rigid form of Islam to a wide array of local settings. These settings 
varied from Indonesia (where the local moderate form of Islam was radicalized by such 
Saudi-sponsored groups as the Wahhabi-style Lashkar Jihad or the Jemaah Islamiya, 
which has been held responsible for the deadly Oct. 2002 terrorist bombing in Bali) to the 
madrasas (seminaries) of Pakistan (von Bruinessen 2002).  
 
Most importantly, it was the Saudi-sponsored extremist madrasas in Pakistan that 
subsequently spewed forth thousands of ethnic Pashtun holy warriors who would later 
form the backbone of the harsh Taliban regime which ruled neighboring Afghanistan from 
1994-2001 (Goodson 1989: 76 and 101). As witnessed in the harsh rule of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan, in many of these diverse ethnic and geographic contexts the alien, Saudi 
version of Islam was to prove extremely disruptive to traditional indigenous Islamic orders 
and pre-existing inter-ethnic relations.4 
 
Prior to the 1996 creation of the Taliban’s Wahhabi style ‘religious concentration camp ’ in 
Afghanistan, for example, this land was known for its free-wheeling, mystical Sufi Islam. In 

                                                 
4 It has been argued that the Pashtun Talibans, in fact, inaugurated a program of ethnic cleansing in 
much of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. This brutal program aimed to gradually rid areas such as the 
Shomali Plain north of Kabul and eventually the northern plains of Afghan Turkestan of their non-Pashtun 
ethnic groups. 
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his discussion of the easy-going, traditional form of Islam found in pre-Taliban 
Afghanistan, Louis Dupree writes ‘Islam practiced in villages and nomad camps, would be 
almost unrecognizable to a sophisticated Muslim scholar. Aside from faith in Allah and 
Muhammad as the messenger of Allah, most beliefs related to localized, pre-Muslim 
traditions.’ (Dupree 1973: 103)  
 
Following the Saudi-sponsored Taliban conquest of Afghanistan, however, all Afghan 
Muslim women (including those belonging to ethnic groups that had never forced their 
women to wear the veil, such as the Uzbeks) were forced to wear burqas. The 
misogynistic Taliban also decreed that all men were forced to grow Saudi Wahhabi-style 
beards and attend mosque, televisions were to be destroyed as tools of Satan, and a 
multitude of harsh shariah (Islamic) laws were to be enforced in a moderate land that had 
never known these alien traditions. In its final years, the Taliban became even more 
extreme as the Saudi Wahhabis belonging to Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda and 055 
International Brigade encouraged the destruction of ‘heathen idols’ (such as the centuries-
old stone Buddhas at Bamiyan), the public execution of adulterers, and the export of 
fundamentalist Islam to neighboring lands. 
 
This latter policy of supporting the spread of Taliban-style fundamentalism to neighboring 
regions, such as Kashmir and Uzbekistan, actually began in the early 1990s. As early as 
1992, Arab Wahhabi missionaries and Arab mujahideen veterans from Afghanistan began to 
disseminate both Qu’rans and AK-47 machine guns throughout the region. In the decade 
following the fall of the USSR, Arab-sponsored fundamentalist missions in the ex-Soviet 
Muslim republics were to merge with newly formed, indigenous Islamic revivalist 
movements to forge political and military threats to the repressive ex-Communist regimes 
that maintained control of these newly independent republics (or small ethno-provinces 
still found within Russia).  
 
For those following this alarming progress the spread of a virulent new form of global 
Wahhabism took on an inexorability that reflected this movement’s militant origins in the 
desert kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
 
Forging the Jihad. The Historic Roots of Neo-Wahhabism 
The export of this alien Wahhabi form of Islam throughout Eurasia in the late 1980s and 
90s was the natural outgrowth of a historic process of forced proselytizing that actually 
commenced in the late 18th century with the founding of Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia was founded when an Arabian Bedouin chief named Muhammad ibn Saud 
forged an alliance with an iconoclastic Muslim purifier, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, and 
seized control of central Arabia.  
 
The Saudi regime and powerful Wahhabi ‘clergy class’ have, since this time, become the 
political expression of an intolerant purifying sect that has sought to cleanse global Islam 
of its local ‘un-Islamic’ traditions, including the underground Sufi-mystical form of Islam 
that ironically enough sustained the Soviet Muslims’ religious identity during the period of 
Communist-enforced atheism.5 This purifying Saudi sect is unofficially known as 
Wahhabism after its spiritual founder, al-Wahhab, but its adherents in Saudi Arabia and 
fundamentalists in the post-Soviet Caucasus and Central Asia reject this term with its 
implications of adherence to a mortal’s teachings.6  
 
In its essence, Wahhabism is an ultra puritanical, literalist interpretation of Islam that 
seeks to return Islam to its strictly interpreted fundamentals as they existed at the time 

                                                 
5 The Wahhabi family has intermarried with the Saudi family and still act as powerful spiritual advisors in 
the Kingdom. 
6 Many modern Wahhabis who claim to emulate the Salafi, the original Muslims of Arabia during the time 
of the Prophet Muhammad, instead call themselves Salafites (Traditionalists). 
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of the Prophet (that is before Allah’s message became perverted by un-Islamic, Sufi-style 
innovations/heresies, known as bidhat, or watered down by the insidious influence of 
Western secularism). This form of Islam was carried throughout the deserts of Arabia with 
fire and sword by an army of fanatical warriors known as the Ikhwan (Brotherhood). 
 
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Saud’s fanatical militant Ikhwan holy warriors 
organized raiding parties for attacking the neighboring lands (such as Mandate Iraq, where 
they destroyed Shiite shrines, or the Hijaz, where they cleansed Mecca and Medina of 
their ancient religious edifices). The Ikhwan raiders forcefully spread their version of Islam 
to the lands of all ‘heretics’ or ‘polytheists’ who worshipped saints or visited forbidden 
religious shrines.  
 
This process of militant propagation of Wahhabi puritanism ended when the Saudi regime 
reigned in the increasingly disruptive Ikhwan in order to open diplomatic relations with the 
British who became sponsors of the Saudi regime (until the Americans assumed this 
responsibility in the 1950s). 
 
It was not, however, until the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 that this early Saudi 
tradition of aggressive Wahhabi-Ikhwan militancy was wedded to a new form of global 
jihadi Islam first formulated in Egypt by Islamic scholar, Sayid Qutb (d. 1966). It was Qutb 
who first set down the obligation of modern Muslims to wage jihad as an unofficial ‘sixth 
pillar’ of Islam in his seminal work entitled Milestones (Huband 1999: 88). A later Egyptian 
scholar, Muhammad al-Farag, declared jihad to be the ‘Neglected Duty’ (Al-Faridah Al-
Gha’ibah) of all Muslims and his works appear to have inspired the likes of Ayman al-
Zawaheri (the founder of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad and spiritual mentor for Osama bin 
Laden) (Jansen 1986).  
 
As Muslim extremists of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al Muslimun) 
translated these fiery words into reality, they rushed to partake in the 1980s jihad against 
the Soviets with Egyptian President, Anwar Sadat’s, blessing and financial support. 
Thousands of young Arabs from Egypt, the Gulf states, and North Africa were 
subsequently flown for free on Saudi airlines to Pakistan to train in ISI camps and wage 
jihad against the Soviets. 
 
The global export of a new form of militancy that mixed Saudi Wahhabi militant-
fundamentalism of the earlier Ikhwan with a newly codified Egyptian revival of the 
Medieval jihad thus served as a backdrop for the events surrounding the cataclysmic 
collapse of Eurasian Communism in the USSR’s Central Asia republics in 1991 (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan) and the overthrow of the 
Communist regime in Afghanistan in 1992. With the demise of the USSR and the belated 
overthrow of the Communist-dominated Najibullah regime in Afghanistan (and the removal 
of the raison d’etre of the Arab jihad in Afghanistan), many newly unemployed Arab-
Afghan mujahideen veterans and Wahhabi missionaries refocused their sights on a vast 
array of new ‘lands of jihad.’7  
Having made themselves unwelcome in their former homelands through such bloody acts 
as the assassination of their former patron, Anwar Sadat, (a boomerang effect known as 
‘blowback’) and the commencement of a brutal struggle for power with the secularist ruling 
regime in Algeria (which cost 60-80,000 their lives), the ‘Arab-Afghans’ found themselves 
stateless and roaming the planet in search of new homes and wars to wage in the name of 
Allah. 
 

                                                 
7 These fighters belonged to the ‘Azzam Brigades’, international fighters from Egypt, Algeria, Yemen etc. 
who had been organized by Osama bin Laden’s first mentor, Abdullah Azzam. 
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The most prominent of these post-Afghan ‘lands of jihad’ was to be the predominantly 
Muslim-inhabited Vale of Kashmir, which had been fought over by India and Pakistan since 
1947. While the local Sufi Muslims of the Indian portion of this disputed Himalayan 
territory, known as Jammu and Kashmir, had been chaffing under Indian rule, the struggle 
for Kashmiri independence (Kashmiriyat) from India had not been directed against the 
Kashmiri Muslims’ Hindu neighbors in the Vale, nor had it taken on the aspect of a brutal 
holy war.  
 
By 1989, however, the Kashmiri Muslims had risen up against the abuse of the jawans 
(Indian army troops) who regularly tortured suspected Kashmiri separatists, attacked 
Kashmiri Muslim villages in search and destroy sweeps, and summarily executed suspected 
‘trouble makers’ calling for Kashmiri independence. By 1992, many newly unemployed Arab, 
Pakistani, and Afghan veterans of the recently concluded Afghan conflict began to define 
the Indian army’s brutal actions in Kashmir as infidel oppression of the Muslim faithful and 
the call for jihad resounded in the mosques and madrasas of Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
 
Soon thereafter, the nature of the local uprising in Indian Kashmir began to change with 
the arrival of thousands of jihadi warriors from post-Communist Afghanistan (Arabs, 
Pakistanis, Afghans, and Yemenis for the most part) who espoused the cause of total war 
with the Hindu ‘infidels’ and brought with them their strict form of Wahhabi Islam. What 
had previously been a low level secessionist insurgency developed into a full-scale conflict 
which soon deprived thousands of their lives and turned the once-beautiful Valley of 
Kashmir into a devastated war zone.  
 
In the process of waging an increasingly bloody jihad against the ‘infidel-Indian occupiers 
of Kashmir,’ the newly established Wahhabi jihadist organizations fighting Indian controlled 
Kashmir, such as the Afghan-trained Harkat ul Mujahideen (Movement of the Holy 
Warriors), Lashkar e Toiba (Army of the Pure) and Jaish e Mohammed (Army of 
Mohammed), attempted to inculcate their alien form of Islam among the easy-going 
Muslims Kashmiris. For example, the Muslim extremists attempted to enforce the veiling of 
Kashmiri women, attendance at Friday prayers, the closing of movie theaters, and the 
prohibition of alcohol. In the most extreme case, Lashkar e Toiba vigilantes even threw 
acid in the face of Kashmiri women who refused to wear the veil (Jones 2002: 29). Despite 
these actions, many in the Muslim world saw the jihadi volunteers as heroes aiding the 
local Kashmiris in their uneven struggle with brutal Indian military forces.8  
 
As the jihad against the Indian Army in the Vale of Kashmir became a cause célèbre for 
extremists throughout the Muslim world, thousands of young Muslims who were drawn to 
the notion of holy war also began to consider directing the same sort of holy struggle 
against the ex-Communist governments of Central Asia.  
 
Since the fall of the USSR in 1991, dictatorial ex-Communist leaders had seized power in 
the republics of Central Asia and true Muslim believers were said to face persecution at 
the hand of brutal ‘Communist tyrants.’ Tens of thousands of Central Asian Muslims were 
said to be in need of liberation from the ‘Red Khans’ who suppressed Islam and, most 
ominously, these lax Sufi Muslims of Central Asia were said to be desperately in need of 
da’wa (missionary work) in order to correct their heretical mystic  folk practices. 
 
The battle for the souls of Central Asia’s 50 million secularized Sufi Muslims had begun. It 
was to be joined by scores of hardened veterans of the Afghan and Kashmir jihads as well 
as devout Saudi missionaries who believed that their charitable contributions would help 
spread Allah’s message to the post-Soviet Sufi ‘heretic -polytheists.’ A variety of Eurasian 

                                                 
8 Since Sept. 11th, however, President Musharraf of Pakistan has outlawed these Pakistan-based trans-
national jihadi organizations as part of a general crackdown on Al-Qaeda and ISI-sponsored Islamic 
militants. 
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ethnic groups were to be caught up in this post-Communist, transcontinental Islamist 
struggle which soon spread from the lands of the Kashmiris and Afghan-Pashtuns to those 
of the Tajiks, Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Chechens and Dagestani ethnies. 
 
Suppressing Wahhabi ‘Enemies of the People’ in Post-Soviet Central Asia 
In the post-Soviet context the term Wahhabi, or the more widely internalized alternative 
Salifite, refers to fundamentalist Islamists who seek to transcend ethnicity and politicize 
the local Islamic culture.  
 
The post-Soviet version of Wahhabis have sought to purify societies that they see as 
being dominated by lax secular laws stemming from the Communist era or permeated with 
heretical Sufi traditions. Many post-Soviet Wahhabi leaders were young men who received 
scholarships from the Saudis to study in the Middle East in Wahhabi madrasas in the years 
following the collapse of the USSR. After returning to their homes in Central Asia or the 
Caucasus these zealous new Wahhabi converts scorned the traditional Sufi clergy, who 
often did not know Arabic nor conform to the rigid interpretation of Islam they found in the 
madrasas of the Arab world.  
 
As a means of demonstrating their disdain for the old Islamic ways, these ‘born again 
Muslims’ refused to respect village elders and Sufi pirs (masters). Instead, they wore 
Wahhabi attire, such as long beards without mustaches, short pants, and long over-
garments of the sort supposed to have been worn by Muhammad, as well as hijabs (full 
body dresses and head covering) for women.  
 
While the Islamists’ secular opponents claim that the ‘Wahhabi’ fundamentalist movements 
of post-Soviet Central Asia are led and funded by foreign Arab sponsors, there is, 
however, little doubt that these Islamic populist movements actually have home grown 
roots that were seized upon by those returning from the seminaries of the Arab world. 
 
During the late 1980s period of liberalization in the USSR known as glasnost (openness), 
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev allowed the emergence of an all-Soviet Islamic party 
known as the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP). As the USSR collapsed in 1991, Islamic  
fundamentalism and the IRP became something of a vogue, especially in traditionally 
conservative Tajikistan.  
 
By 1992 opposition groups from throughout the newly independent Republic of Tajikistan 
began to unite under the banner of the IRP in an effort to wrest power from the hands of 
an entrenched group of former Communists who retained power in the Tajik capital, 
Dushanbe. Although the ex-Communist leadership accused their Islamic IRP opponents 
(who united with other regional and political opponents to form a political military coalition 
known as the United Tajik Opposition-UTO) of being ‘Wahhabis’ bent on seizing power and 
taking the country back to the Islamic Middle Ages, the IRP’s goals were actually quite 
modest. The Islamists’ agenda included the banning of such practices as singing at 
weddings, ritualized mourning at funerals (local Sufi-mystic traditions), the use of Sunday 
instead of Friday as a day of rest, and the consumption of meat that was not cut in an 
Islamic fashion (i.e., hilal Islamic culinary taboos similar to kosher practices) (Rashid 
2001). 
 
As local politics and regional clan rivalries overlapped with the struggle between the 
Islamic opposition and the former Communist government in Dushanbe, full-scale civil war 
erupted in Tajikistan in 1992. This war between Islamists, led by Sayed Abdullo Nuri, and 
the central government was to be the bloodiest conflict in the former Soviet space and to 
involve all the neighboring states, including Russia which became the defender of the 
former Communist government of Tajikistan.  
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It is, however, erroneous to see this conflict as simply being between the secularist, ex-
Communists and Islamists. Local sub-national ethno-tribal and regional groups, such as the 
Uzbeks of the Khojent region, Pamiri mountaineers (a distinct Isma ili-Shiite ethnic group 
from the Pamir Mountains), and southern Tajiks from the Kulyab region, all played a 
contributing role in the conflict. 
 
Regardless of the underlying ethnic complexities, the ensuing conflict between the 
Islamist-regional opposition and the former Communists was to ebb and flow for five years 
until a UN brokered peace agreement was signed in 1997.  
 
As the conflict between the Islamic UTO opposition and the government took the lives of 
over 50,000 Tajiks, the stunned ex-Communist leaders of the neighboring Central Asian 
republics, as well as China and Russia, united to from a common front against the 
‘Wahhabi’ threat to secular stability in the region.  
 
For the most part, however, the fundamentalist threat never materialized in Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, or Turkmenistan. This was largely due to the fact that these ethno-national 
groups were former nomads who had a very watered-down, shamanistic version of ethnic 
Islam that was less strict than the Islam of the conservative, oasis-dwelling sedentary 
Tajiks and Uzbeks of southern Central Asia. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan I found women 
to be comparatively liberated (especially in the cities), alcohol was openly consumed, 
Russian language and dress were widespread, and Islam consisted largely of ethnic 
traditions.  
 
When I spoke to my Kazakh friends of my interest in travelling to the traditional Islamic 
core of Central Asia, the Uzbek and Tajik areas to the south (where one found such 
centers of religious conservatism as the holy city of Bukhara), these Russified former 
nomads felt it necessary to warn me of the strict, patriarchal Islam that existed among 
their sedentary Uzbek and Tajik neighbors. 
 
Seen in the light of history and tradition, the activities of the Wahhabis in post-Soviet 
Central Asia were therefore largely limited to the oasis dwelling Tajiks and Uzbeks and, to 
a much lesser extent, the Kyrgyz living in the Uzbek-dominated Fergana Valley region of 
Osh. There was nonetheless a real fear among the secular Kazakhs and Kyrgyz in the mid-
1990s that the Islamist movements of the southern Tajiks and Uzbeks would threaten the 
stability of all Central Asia, and even Russia. 
 
While the bloodshed and destruction in Tajikistan proved that the Islamic fundamentalist 
threat to rest of Central Asian stability was real, the subsequent 1997 peace treaty 
between the Islamist UTO ‘rebels’ and the secularist Tajik government brought a gradual 
end to this conflict and eased their fears. In the process, this treaty also allowed for 
(relatively) free elections in which representatives of the Islamist and regional opposition 
were included in the government in small numbers. This peace treaty may thus serve as 
an alternative path whereby secular regimes from Algeria to Uzbekistan can disarm their 
Islamic opponents by co-opting them into the government.  
In Uzbekistan, by contrast, the struggle to suppress Wahhabism continues unabated to 
this day. As opposed to the ethno-regional-Islamic opposition in Tajikistan, the Muslim 
fundamentalist opposition which appeared in Uzbekistan can be definitively defined as 
Wahhabi. Wahhabis first appeared in Uzbekistan, the most populous country in post-Soviet 
Central Asia, in the early 1990s and began to spread their beliefs throughout this country 
with funding from Saudi Arabian NGO charities.  
 
I found tangible evidence of this dissemination of fundamentalist Islam in the region in the 
form of unofficial mosques (often simple concrete edifices) that sprang up throughout the 
republic under the sponsorship of Saudi Wahhabis. While the Russified urbanites in the 
Uzbek capital of Tashkent seemed to be less inclined to respond to the call of missionaries 
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from Saudi Arabia, the over-populated Fergana Valley in eastern Uzbekistan proved to be 
a fertile ground for entrepreneurs of radical fundamentalism.  
 
The teeming Fergana Valley is home to ten million of Central Asia’s fifty million inhabitants 
and is home to many desperate Uzbeks whose economic situation has drastically 
deteriorated since the fall of the USSR brought hyperinflation in the 1990s. Many Uzbeks 
of the region blame their impoverished condition on the nepotism and rampant corruption 
of the ruling ‘mafiocracy’ that has firmly ruled Uzbekistan since the final days of the USSR.  
 
In the early 1990s, many Uzbek men in the Fergana Valley began to wear Wahhabi-style 
beards and women began to discard their brightly colored folk dresses, traditionally made 
of a silk material called atlas, and to wear modest, chador-style dark dresses and head 
scarves.  
 
The most visible signs of this trend occurred in the Fergana Valley town of Namangan 
where unlicensed imams (preachers) who had recently been trained in Saudi Arabia began 
to preach a new form of austere Wahhabi fundamentalism. These radical imams called for 
the creation of an Islamic Caliphate (theocracy) in the valley that would eventually 
expand to include all of Central Asia.9 This was a bold challenge to the secular government 
of Islam Karimov, the president and ‘founding father’ of the newly independent Republic of 
Uzbekistan who had been appointed by the Kremlin to be head of the Soviet Socialist 
Republic of Uzbekistan just prior to the demise of the USSR. While Karimov had 
subsequently included token Islamic motifs in his state building project, his aim was to 
produce a secular, ethnicity-based Uzbek nation from the gerrymandered Soviet republic 
bequeathed to him by the Kremlin in 1991. 
 
The Islamists in the Fergana region saw Karimov’s efforts at secular nation building as 
kavimlik (religiously forbidden division of the umma-Islamic community on ethnic or tribal 
bases). The Wahhabis aimed to transcend Soviet-constructed ethnicity and replace it 
with a wider sense of supra-national religious identity in a fundamentalist theocracy. 10  
 
As the emboldened Islamic militants began to call for the implementation of Shariah law in 
Namangan, Karimov traveled to the Fergana Valley to meet with the fundamentalists in 
1991. At this meeting the head of the Islamic extremists, Tohir Yoldeshev, a firebrand with 
a wide following, insulted the president and forced him to swear on the Qu’ran that he 
would implement Islamic law. A furious President Karimov subsequently returned to the 
Uzbek capital of Tashkent and promptly launched a statewide campaign to destroy the 
Wahhabis who were described in Soviet terms as ‘enemies of the people.’  
Since this time, unofficial mosques have been closed and their imams have been rounded 
up in police sweeps, thousands of those suspected of being Wahhabis have been 
summarily arrested on trumped up charges, and Islamists have been tortured or killed. To 
have a Wahhabi-style beard in Uzbekistan today is to ask to be arrested and shipped off 
to the dreaded prison camp known as Jaslyk created to hold thousands of suspected 
Wahhabis.  
 
The Wahhabis of Uzbekistan were accused of fighting back against the authorities, most 
famously by killing and beheading a policeman in Fergana and attempting to kill President 
Karimov in a deadly bombing outside the president’s palace. In February 1999, Karimov 
famously announced ‘Such people (Wahhabis) must be shot in the forehead! If necessary, 
I’ll shoot them myself!’ (Human Rights Watch 1998) 
 

                                                 
9 This Caliphate would include the Inner Asian Chinese province of Sinkiang inhabited by restless Turkic 
Uighurs whose language is related to that of the Uzbeks and Kazakhs. 
10 For an excellent discussion of the role of the Soviets in constructing the national identity of Central 
Asia’s Muslims, see Roy (2000: 139-41). 
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Human rights groups have strongly criticized Karimov’s government for its brutal policies 
which have seen many innocent Muslims caught up in police sweeps and sentenced to jail 
for such minor fractions as carrying ‘Wahhabi agitation literature.’ The greatest crime in 
Uzbekistan today, however, consists of belonging to one of the country’s two main Islamic 
‘Wahhabi’ parties. These are the Hizb ut Tahrir al Islami (Party of Islamic Liberation), 
which calls for the peaceful overthrow of the secular authorities, and the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which has aimed for the violent destruction of the 
‘Godless-Zionist’ regime of Karimov and the creation of an Islamic state for all Central 
Asia’s ethno-national groups. 
 
As Karimov launched brutal suppression campaigns against these groups, however, one 
specialist on Wahhabism in Central Asia wrote ‘The radical measures of the authorities in 
the struggle with the religious opposition led to the increase in their ranks, to their 
radicalization, and to the inclusion in their ranks of foreign fighters who had experience in 
leading diversionary wars. One can say that the Uzbek authorities grew themselves 
enemies.’ (Shermatova 2000: 408)  
 
In essence, Karimov’s widely publicized clamp downs on Wahhabi-style fundamentalists in 
Uzbekistan brought him the unwanted attention of jihadist groups operating in parts of 
Afghanistan (these Arab jihadists fought in the notorious Al-Qaeda 055 Brigade against the 
anti-Taliban Northern Alliance and were based in Kunduz and Mazar-i Sharif after 1998) 
and Kashmir. His actions also earned him domestic enemies who were soon to ally 
themselves with the foreign Arab jihadists. By 1999 the Uzbek Wahhabi opposition had 
begun to coordinate hit and run operations with the assistance of Arab jihadi guerrillas 
based in newly conquered Taliban lands in the plains of northern Afghanistan.  
 
The most feared of Karimov’s domestic enemies was to be an ex-Soviet paratrooper 
turned-Islamic guerilla who went by the nom de guerre Juma Namangani. Namangani 
became the military head of the IMU in the late 1990s and his fame quickly spread 
throughout Central Asia and beyond. Namangani made world headlines in 1999, 2000, and 
2001 when his IMU guerilla units, made up of Tajik, Uzbek, and Arab guerrillas launched a 
bold series of military forays and ambush operations into the Batken region of Kyrgyzstan 
and Uzbekistan’s Fergana Valley.  
 
Military analysts were surprised to discover that the IMU guerillas were well trained in 
Afghan terrorist camps and equipped with rifles with laser sniper scopes, night vision 
goggles, advanced communication equipment, rocket propelled grenades, and other 
powerful weaponry. It soon became apparent that Namangani’s fighters had evolved from 
local boys fighting for their religious rights into something far more sinister.11 It gradually 
emerged that the IMU had forged an alliance with Osama bin Laden, who was at that time 
extending his influence in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, and Namangani’s struggle had 
been submerged into bin Laden’s wider-ranging global jihad. 
 
In what was ultimately a strategic miscalculation, Namangani (like the Taliban regime itself 
which allowed the Al-Qaeda to become a state within a state in Afghanistan) increasingly 
allowed his popular resistance movement against the corrupt dictatorship of Karimov’s 
regime to be hijacked by the trans-national, anti-Western struggle of Al-Qaeda. 
Increasingly, Namangani’s Arab and Uzbek fighters relied on Al-Qaeda for training and 

                                                 
11 At this time an Islamist website entitled ‘Jihad Land: Uzbekistan’ run by Azzam publications which has 
links to Al Qaeda supporters proclaimed of the IMU’s jihad: ‘We are not fighting against Muslims and are 
not fighting against civilians. The president of Uzbekistan is a Zionist Jew and his army are communists 
who know what they are doing…The battle is clearly one of Islam versus Kufr (disbelief), and justice 
versus tyranny. Actually it is a battle of Islamic forces in Uzbekistan against a coalition of disbelieving 
nations backing Karimov. See http://66.96.205.195/-azzam/html/landsmideastuzbekistan.htm, but note 
that this site has been shut down on occasion by the US government since the commencement of the 
post-September 11 war on terrorism. 
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resources and became involved in the Taliban’s desperate summer offenses against the 
stubborn Tajiks of the Northern Alliance. 
 
In the final stage of this radicalization, Namangani was given command of Al-Qaeda’s main 
fighting unit in Afghanistan, the hardened International 055 Brigade, on the eve of the 
Sept. 11, 2001 attack on the USA by an Al-Qaeda suicide squad. In the subsequent US-
led, retaliatory destruction of the Taliban regime and the 055 Brigade at Mazar-i Sharif and 
Kunduz in northern Afghanistan (November 2001) Namangani and many of his Uzbek 
fighters were killed by US precision bombing (National Public Radio 2002). 
 
Those who were not immediately killed fled to the mountains of eastern Afghanistan where 
US soldiers claimed to have killed 50 Uzbeks in the March 2002 Operation Anaconda. Other 
‘Al Qaeda Uzbek fighters’ fled into the neighboring tribal regions of Pakistan where some 
were killed in deadly shootouts with Pakistani paramilitaries. An account of one such raid 
on Uzbek militants graphically described the following desperate last stand of these 
jihadists from Uzbekistan:  
 

The Uzbek fugitives had heavy machine guns and an arsenal of rocket-propelled 
grenades piled up on their ramparts, but they held their fire for close to an hour, 
until a group of Pakistani soldiers smashed the gate and walked into the 
courtyard. Snipers promptly raked the soldiers with machine-gun fire…When 
cornered these people fight to the death (McGirk 2002). 12 

 
With US support, President Karimov has followed up this unexpected eradication of his IMU 
enemies by enacting further suppressions of the Wahhabi opposition in Uzbekistan and 
commencing efforts to create US-trained special force ‘A-Teams’ for combating Islamic 
militants. This brutal domestic policy is currently being carried out in the name of crushing 
‘international terrorism. ’ It remains to be seen whether this clamp down will be effective in 
the long run or create a backlash in the region.  
 
Holy War in the Caucasus. The First Russo-Chechen War and the Emergence of 
Jihadism among the Chechens 
Since Sept. 11th, Vladimir Putin has attempted to portray the Russian Federation’s brutal 
war against Chechen rebels who are engaged in a historic  battle for self-determination as 
a subplot to the US-led war on terrorism. Putin’s ahistorical view of the war and his 
cynical depiction of the Chechen resistance as ‘Al-Qaeda terrorists’ overlooks the Chechen 
highlanders’ century and a half long tradition of conflict with Russia that began long before 
the world became familiar with the name Osama bin Laden. During the course of this 
timeless conflict, the Chechens have experienced the scorched earth tactics of brutal 
Tsarist generals and total deportation at the hands of Stalin in 1944 (a largely overlooked 
tragedy that led to the death of one in three Chechens during a process that would today 
be called ethnic cleansing).13 Most recently the Chechens have undergone a post-Soviet 
policy of ethnic -based warfare and oppression against Russian ‘citizens’ of Chechen origin 
that can only be described as ethnocide. 
 
Into this bloody national independence struggle, that has an ethnic dynamic and historic 
rhythm of its own, came small groups of Arab mujahideen who were moved to fight in a 
distant land most had never heard of when they viewed Islamist recruitment videos 
depicting Chechen civilians being slaughtered by Russian Federation forces.14 While the 

                                                 
12 Uninformed sources in Afghanistan and Pakistan labelled all Russian speaking Al-Qaeda or 055 fighters 
‘Chechens.’ 
13 For an in-depth analysis of the overlooked role that the collective memory of this ethnic-based tragedy 
plays in the current conflict, see Williams (2000b).  
14 The author was shown some of these videos at the extremist Finnsbury Park Mosque in London and 
they were harrowing in their depiction of maimed and slaughtered Chechen civilians, Russian forces 
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small numbers of Arab fighters who made their way to Chechnya have been accused of 
‘hijacking’ the Chechen war by those not familiar with the nuances of the conflict, the 
current Chechen war is essentially a continuation of a war for national self determination 
that flared up as soon as the USSR collapsed in 1991. 
 
While this first Russo-Chechen War of 1994-96 was initially based on a Chechen national 
liberation struggle similar to the previous independence movements of the USSR’s Baltic 
republics (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), it later took on undertones of a jihad.15 As the 
hard pressed Chechen resistance fighters gradually realized that the West did not support 
them in their lopsided struggle for independence, they were only too willing to receive help 
from any source proffering military and financial assistance. The only source of aid for the 
beleaguered Chechen ethno-fighters at this time were Arab mujahideen trained in 
Afghanistan and Arab Wahhabi charities.  
 
Many Arabs romanticized the Chechens’ desperate struggle in much the same way that 
American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s had idealized that conflict. As 
the Russian Federation forces callously obliterated the Chechen capital of Grozny in an 
effort to subdue the rebels hiding in the city (turning a city of 400,000 into a wasteland 
known as the ‘Caucasian Hiroshima’ with hardly a murmur of protest from Western 
governments) Osama bin Laden and his militants began to see this uneven struggle for 
political independence as a conflict between Islam and Christianity.16  
 
Chechnya soon became, along with several similar zones of conflict between Muslims and 
Orthodox Christians (such as Bosnia and Kosovo), a prime destination for Arab jihadi 
volunteers who gradually radicalized the local Islam in Chechnya just as they had in Indian 
controlled Kashmir in the early 1990s. Most of the trans-national Islamic fighters who 
joined the Chechen guerillas espoused a strict form of Wahhabi fundamentalist Islam. 
These volunteers saw themselves as holy warriors charged with the holy task of not only 
defending the outgunned Chechen Muslims from Russian infidel aggression, but of purifying 
the wayward local Sufi Islam of its heretical practices.  
 
Foremost among the Arab jihadis in Chechnya was a Saudi Arabian mujahideen veteran of 
the American-sponsored jihad against the Soviets in Afghanistan who went by the nom de 
guerre of Emir Khattab (his real name was Samer ben Saleh ben Abdallah al-Sweleim) 
(Izvestiia 1999: 1). Khattab arrived in Chechnya in 1995 under the protection of a 
legendary Chechen field commander named Shamil Basayev and soon used his previous 
experience in ambushing Soviet military columns in the earlier Afghan jihad to annihilate a 
Russian Federation division on a winding mountain road in southern Chechnya (Williams 
2000a).  
 
This spectacular, videotaped military success ensured Khattab’s popularity among the out-
gunned Chechen fighters who respected the ‘Black Arab’ for his courage. Khattab taught 
the Chechens how to wage Afghan-style ambushes and guerrilla warfare as opposed to 
frontal Soviet-style combat and the ranks of his partisan platoons soon filled with idealistic 
young Chechen guerrilla fighters. In addition, his ‘Islamic Battalion’ was bolstered by the 
arrival of Arab volunteers who took great risks sneaking into the Russian-occupied republic  
to join the out-gunned rebels in their desperate struggle against the odds.17 

                                                                                                                                                         
committing atrocities etc. In addition, Osama bin Laden called on the ‘sons of Arabia’ to carry out 
defensive jihads in places like Chechnya and Bosnia in his Declaration of Jihad against the Americans 
(Kepel 2002: 319).  
15 For an in-depth analysis of this largely overlooked second conflict, see Williams (2001b). 
16 The horrific destruction of Grozny is clearly visible in satellite photos taken before and after the 
obliteration of this city. For photographs from space which reveal the destruction see: 
http://www.freechechnya.org. 
17 For a harrowing account of an American Muslim jihadi who ‘shed his blood’ in defense of the Chechens, 
see Collins (2002). 
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Chechens in the Islamic  cemaats (platoons) began to wear Wahhabi-style beards, to 
outlaw alcohol, and to construct the Russian opponents they had once shared a 
Communist homeland with as kafirs (infidels). As the war progressed, many previously-
secular Chechen fighters also began to wear headbands inscribed with the Arabic words 
‘Allahu Akbar’ (God is Great). In essence, Khattab’s Arab holy fighters began to 
successfully graft the concept of jihad onto the secular, Sovietized Chechens’ 
independence struggle. What had started out as a secessionist war for independence led 
by a nationalist Chechen general named Djohar Dudayev (who not only spoke better 
Russian than Chechen but had been a Soviet airforce general who earned his command 
fighting against the mujahideen in Afghanistan in the 1980s), began to morph into a 
Kashmir-style jihad against powerful occupying forces. 
 
When the war ended successfully for the Chechens in 1996 (resulting in de facto Chechen 
independence and the withdrawal of Russian forces), the Arab Wahhabis capitalized on 
this hard-earned foothold among certain Chechen radical fighters to extend their political 
and religious influence in the newly independent republic.  
 
The Wahhabis used their considerable funds to undermine local religious authorities 
(including the Mufti-Head Cleric of Chechnya, Akhmed Kadyrov, who is a Sufi) and to 
combat the influence of the moderate political leaders among the Chechens. On occasion, 
secular nationalist Chechen field commanders, such as the notorious Yamadiyev brothers, 
responded by clashing with the overbearing Wahhabi fighters who made themselves as 
unwelcome among Sufi-moderates in Chechnya as the swaggering Arabs of the 055 
Brigade had among the average people of Afghanistan.18 
 
It is interesting to compare this situation to that found in another Muslim province fighting 
for autonomy from Orthodox Christians at this time, namely the Muslim Albanian-dominated 
Yugoslav province of Kosovo. The contrast between the situation in Chechnya, which had 
been totally abandoned by the West, and secessionist Kosovo, which was protected by 
NATO, could not have been more glaring.  
 
Arab volunteer militants, for example, tried to similarly graft the concept of jihad to the 
Albanian Kosovo Liberation Army’s struggle against the Orthodox Serbs in 1999 and to 
spread their Wahhabi beliefs among the Sufi Albanians of Kosovo. In contrast to the 
diplomatically isolated Chechens, however, the Muslim fighters of the KLA were able to rely 
on NATO air support in their struggle and adamantly rejected links to Arab militants. The 
moderate Kosovar Albanians expelled or betrayed Arab militants who came to Kosovo with 
the aim of Islamizing ethnic conflicts in these former Yugoslav lands.19 KLA fighters I 
interviewed in the spring of 2001 in Kosovo and Macedonia were overwhelmingly secular 
nationalists who were conscious of the fact that their miraculous, almost over night 
success against Milosevic ’s powerful army was due solely to the fact that NATO had come 
to their aid in the spring of 1999.20  
                                                 
18 During the spring of 2001 the author visited a Sufi Pir (Master) in Prizren Kosovo who, while 
demonstrating the swords and needles his adepts used in Sufi ceremonies involving the piercing of 
cheeks, proclaimed that the Kosovar Albanians worshipped at both Orthodox Christian and Muslim 
shrines. 
19 Islamic extremists I interviewed at Abu Hamza al-Masri’s radical Finnsbury Park Mosque in London in 
August 2002 bitterly recalled the betrayal of a group of Arab fighters sent to Kosovo with funding from 
their mosque at the hands of the very Albanians they had come to defend. They also resented the 
expulsion of Arab jihadis from Bosnia following the Dayton Peace Accords and arrival of American troops 
in Bosnia. 
20 Since the conclusion of the war, however, Saudi charities such as the Joint Committee for the Relief of 
Kosovo and Chechnya have been active in the UN protectorate of Kosovo trying to disseminate their 
Wahhabi version of Islam to Kosovar Albanian Sufis. In return for vital aid to impoverished Kosovar 
Albanians, the Wahhabis are striving to separate boys from girls in schools, open Wahhabi madrasas and 
mosques, and close local Sufi shrines (Blumi 2002: 9). 
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With no hope for Western financial assistance or moral support forthcoming from the West 
(much less direct military support!), the impoverished and isolated Chechens by contrast 
found it harder to resist the influence of wealthy Wahhabi NGOs (such as the Joint 
Committee for the Relief of Kosovo and Chechnya or El Haramein headed by a full time 
representative in Chechnya named Sheikh Abu Omar) and well funded Arab militants. As 
the Soviets had previously done in Afghanistan in the early 1990s, the Russian 
Federation’s brutal military actions in the mid-1990s combined with appalling 
myopia/disengagement on the part of the West to create the ideal conditions for the 
spread of Islamic-Wahhabi radicalism in war torn Chechnya. 
 
It can therefore, be safely argued that, despite its shrill claims to be combating ‘Islamic 
terrorism’ in the Caucasus, the bloody Russian invasion of Chechnya actually created the 
very conditions that led to the intervention of international Islamists among the Chechens. 
This ‘blowback’ process unfolded in Chechnya in much the same way that the CIA and 
Soviets’ earlier shortsighted actions combined in Afghanistan to create the optimal 
conditions for the rise of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda. As in post-Soviet Afghanistan, the 
horrific destruction wreaked on Chechen society by the Russian invasion of 1994-6 (from 
45,000-50,000 inhabitants of Chechnya were estimated to have been killed in the conflict, 
many villages were destroyed, and most Chechens were jobless), planted the bitter seeds 
of resentment and despair. These seeds would eventually sprout and lead to the rise of 
Islamic militancy in a region that was previously known for its accommodating Sufi version 
of Islam. 
 
As the Arab Wahhabis had done in previous locales known for their moderate Islam, from 
Indonesia to Bosnia, the fundamentalists operating in the lawless regions of Chechnya 
actively sponsored the radicalization of Islam in the northern Caucasus every step of the 
way. After the 1994-96 Russo-Chechen war, for example, a wealthy Jordanian Arab 
veteran of the Afghan conflict, Sheikh Muhammad Fatih, established Islamic boarding 
schools for orphans in the Chechen town of Urus Martan and began distributing funds for 
Wahhabi missionary activities. At this time, Wahhabi-funded fundamentalist mosques were 
also built in Urus Martan and Chechnya’s second largest town, Gudermes.  
 
This effort at fundamentalist proselytizing was paralleled by the recruitment of 
disenfranchised young men to join Islamic fighting units in a process that resembled Juma 
Numangani’s recruitment drives in the impoverished Fergana Valley. It should be mentioned 
that Emir Khattab also established training camps in the region of Serzhen Yurt in the 
mountains of southeastern Chechnya to train young Muslim men from throughout this 
multi-ethnic region in the principles of Wahhabi Islam and jihad. In 45 day training sessions 
Muslim Uzbeks, Avars, Balkars, Kabardinians, Chechens, Arabs etc. learned how to fire the 
Chechen ‘atom bomb’ (the lethal RPG-7 Rocket Propelled Grenade), how to lay mines, fire 
Kalishnikovs, and how to worship Allah in the Wahhabi fashion. 
 
In addition, an increasingly powerful coalition of Arab mujahideen, local Chechen 
fundamentalist opposition politicians, and militant Chechen warlords receiving Wahhabi 
funding, subsequently pressured the weak, secular Chechen authorities to implement 
shariah law in the newly independent Chechen republic. This led to the horrific televised 
execution of two criminals by local Islamic courts and the closing down of stalls selling 
alcohol throughout the republic. Ominously, it also led to a series of congresses held by 
Wahhabis from Chechnya and the neighboring republic of Dagestan (a Muslim province still 
within the Russian Federation) calling for the overthrow of secular authorities in both 
republics.21  

                                                 
21 At this time Islamists in Dagestan and Chechnya created the short-lived Congress of the Peoples of 
Chechnya and Dagestan which was strangely declared a terrorist group by the US State Dept. in Feb. 
2003, long after it had been disbanded. 
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As Wahhabi influence spread in Chechnya and the neighboring Muslim Russian republic of 
Dagestan, the armed fundamentalist radicals began to attempt to force the traditionally 
free women of the North Caucasus (some of whom were former rebel fighters) to wear 
veils or hijabs and to outlaw traditional Sufi practices as they had done in Kashmir, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Afghanistan.  
 
The increasingly prominent role of the Wahhabis soon caused a major rift between the 
vast majority of moderate Chechens and Dagestanis (most of whom belonged to two 
ancient Sufi brotherhoods of the Naqshbandi and Qadiria orders) and the Wahhabi 
militants. It soon became apparent that the Wahhabi extremists’ ultimate goal in the 
Caucasus was similar to that of the IMU in Uzbekistan. The Chechen and Arab Islamists 
aimed to unite with Muslim fundamentalist radicals in the neighboring Russian Federation 
republic of Dagestan and recreate a legendary 19th century shariah-based Imamate 
(theocracy) of the great anti-Russian Gazi (Holy Warrior) Imam Shamil (Williams 2000c).  
 
It is not surprising that Chechnya’s moderate president, Aslan Mashkhadov (who was 
popularly elected by the Chechen people in 1997), and those secularists around him, 
including the Mufti (Chief Cleric) of Chechnya, Akhmad Kadyrov, considered the attempts 
on the part of the Wahhabi ‘foreigners’ to create an alien Arab-style fundamentalist 
theocracy in the Caucasus to be a threat to their moderate Sufi traditions. In 1999 
Chechen President Mashkadov even called on Russia to help him expel the Islamic 
Wahhabi extremists from his increasingly chaos-ridden statelet. 
 
But the calls of Chechnya’s secular authorities for help in combating the Arab or 
indigenous militants and kidnapping gangs struck a deaf ear among those in the Kremlin 
and FSB (heir to the KGB). Moscow was only too happy to see the weakening of the 
moderates and subsequent destabilization of independent Chechnya-Ichkeria at the hand 
of extremist Islamic warlords (thus making a mockery of Russia’s claims to be fighting 
‘global Islamic terrorism’ in Chechnya.)  
 
As the Wahhabis began to extend their influence at the expense of Sufi and clan leaders 
among the Chechens, it became apparent that many in the extremists’ ranks saw 
Chechnya as a ‘Caucasian Afghanistan’, that is a springboard for spreading their version of 
Islam throughout the region. The Chechen nationalists, who saw this movement as a 
threat to their traditional way of life and independence, armed themselves for an 
inevitable showdown with the Islamic radicals.  
 
Those familiar with the Caucasus sensed that war was in the air in the summer of 1999 as 
the Wahhabi ‘Che Guevera,’ Khattab, continued his minor attacks on Russian infidel troops 
in neighboring Dagestan. Few could have predicted the horrific path that events would 
take that warm Autumn as the peoples of the northern Caucasus watched the storm 
clouds gather in the neighboring Russian republic of Dagestan. 

 
Putin’s ‘War on Islamic Terrorism.’ The Second Russo-Chechen War since 1999 
It became increasingly obvious to Moscow and the Chechen central authorities that the 
extremists in Chechnya were itching for a further chance to humiliate the Russian ‘infidels’ 
who had withdrawn so ignominiously from Chechnya in 1996. With no jobs and an 
overabundance of weapons, many young Chechen men who had lost loved ones in the 
first Russian invasion offered the perfect embittered recruits for Arab militants who 
created well -armed military formations in Al-Qaeda style camps in the hills of Chechnya. 
As the Russian army carried out threatening war exercises on the plains north of 
Chechnya, Muslims in radical circles in the Middle East and Europe predicted a second 
conflict in the mountains of Chechnya. The cold war with Russia, they predicted, would 
soon become a hot jihad. 
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In August 2002 I interviewed the notorious Imam of the Finnsbury Park Mosque in London, 
Abu Hamza al Masri, (a fiery cleric who has led the radical mosque who recruited Richard 
Reid the Al-Qaeda ‘shoe bomber’, the ‘20th Sept. 11th hijacker’ Zaccarias Moussaoui, and 
several Arab fighters who fought in the Chechen mujahideen ‘battalion’). This source 
informed me that several volunteers fighters in Chechnya from his mosque had sworn to 
support those waging jihad against the Russian infidel regardless of whether Moscow was 
occupying Chechnya or not. There were certain elements in Caucasus with ties to radicals 
such as Abu Hamza who certainly felt that the victory in Chechnya was only the first 
step. 
 
Many ordinary, war-weary Chechens who dreamed of establishing a secular national state, 
on the other hand, feared that the Wahhabi extremists who had a vision like that of Abu 
Hamza’s would give Russia a pretext to once again invade Chechnya and deprive them of 
their hard won independence. Moderate Chechen President, Aslan Maskhadov, for 
example, complained that Arab fighters in his republic (including Khattab whom he tried to 
have driven out of Chechnya) were intent on ‘flying the green flag of Islam over the 
Kremlin itself.’ (Gazeta Wyborcza 1999: 3) 
 
Most analysts feel that civil war between the Chechen moderates, headed by president 
Maskhadov and several Sufi sheikhs on the one hand, and the well-funded Wahhabis, led 
by militant field commanders Emir Khattab, Shamil Basayev, and Arbi Barayev on the other 
hand, was headed off only by a massive Russian invasion of Chechnya in the fall of 1999.  
 
Sadly, before the moderate authorities of Chechnya could rebuild their tiny state and 
expel the Wahhabi fundamentalists, the Russian army launched a second massive invasion 
of Chechnya. This three pronged attack was to dwarf the previous Russian invasion of 
1994-96 in its scale and intensity and to see the destruction of all Chechnya’s rebuilding 
progress since 1996.  
 
As many average Chechens had feared, the commencement of a bloody second Russo-
Chechen War in 1999 came as a result of the activities of the Wahhabi fundamentalists in 
Chechnya who increasingly began to forge links with Wahhabis in the neighboring Muslim 
republic of Dagestan (an autonomous republic within the Russian Federation which 
separates landlocked Chechnya from the Caspian Sea).  
 
The rise of fundamentalism in multi-ethnic Dagestan (which translates to ‘Land of 
Mountains’) began in the late 1980s and early 1990s as Wahhabis began to open mosques 
and fundamentalist madrasas in this mountainous region with funding from Wahhabi groups 
in the Arab world (Bobrovnikov 2001). A group of these Wahhabis in central Dagestan 
went on to clash with local Sufi Muslims who resented the increasing intrusion of this alien 
form of Islam in the late 1990s.  
 
As the local Dagestani authorities began to suppress this ‘foreign religious sect,’ the 
heavily armed Dagestani Wahhabis responded by declaring their towns in central Dagestan 
an independent ‘shariah-zone.’ In 1998 the Wahhabis, headed by a firebrand, Bagauddin 
Kebedov, who resembled the IMU’s Tohir Yoldeshev, declared a holy war against 
Dagestan’s ‘unbelieving secular government’ and began to arm their enclave with support 
from Khattab’s militants in Chechnya.  
 
The Dagestani authorities, who had a reputation for nepotism and corruption rivaled only 
by Uzbekistan’s Karimov leadership, reacted to this challenge by calling in Russian 
Federation forces to suppress the Wahhabis in August 1999. The Russian army responded 
to the request by launching an aerial blitz on the Wahhabi Shariah zone. The Russian 
Federation’s military actions against fundamentalists, who have been labeled ‘Wahhabi 
zombies’ by Russia’s official Muslim establishment, included the use of deadly vacuum 
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bombs (fuel air explosives similar to napalm). Russia’s horrific bombing of the Dagestani 
fundamentalist villages of Chabanmakhi, Karamakhi, and Kadar resulted in the death of 
scores of innocent Wahhabi civilians (RIA Novosti 2003). 
 
It came as a surprise to few that the heavily armed Wahhabi jihadis training in Chechnya 
under the command of Emir Khattab, (some of whom, including Khattab, were closely 
linked to the Wahhabis in Dagestan by marriage), responded to this assault on their 
‘brothers and sisters’ by launching a full scale diversionary invasion of Dagestan with as 
many as 1,200 heavily armed fighters. Khattab’s intent was to break through the lines of 
Russian Federation forces encircling the Wahhabi villages of central Dagestan and save 
the besieged fundamentalists from destruction.  
 
As word of Khattab’s invasion of Dagestan spread throughout a stunned Chechnya, 
thousands of ordinary Chechens rallied in Grozny to protest against the dangerous actions 
of Khattab’s jihadis. Chechen President Maskhadov openly distanced himself from the 
extremists’ incursion into Russian Dagestan and urgently called for talks with the Kremlin. 
These actions on the part of the moderate Chechen majority were not, however, widely 
reported in the Russian news sources which informed the Western media of the ‘Chechen 
terrorist invasion of Russia.’ As the rhetoric from the Kremlin became increasingly bellicose 
and racist, Maskhadov realized with horror that Khattab’s rash actions had given the 
hawkish new Russian leader, Vladimir Putin, an excellent pretext to launch an all out 
invasion of the ‘terrorist republic of Chechnya’ with the stated aim of ‘wiping out bandit 
formations.’ 
 
The second Russian invasion of Chechnya, which has cost thousands their lives, was thus 
launched in response to the reactionary invasion of the Russian republic of Dagestan by 
Khattab and Basayev’s ‘Islamic Peacekeeping Battalion’ in August and September of 1999.  

In essence, Moscow’s second Russian quagmire in Chechnya was begun as a response to 
the joint military operations of a small number of Wahhabi radicals in the Russian republic 
of Dagestan and the breakaway statelet of Chechnya who hardly represented the vast 
majority of moderate Sufi Chechens. 
 
Since Khattab’s Dagestani adventure and the Kremlin’s subsequent invasion of Chechnya, 
a Russian occupation army of approximately 100,000 has tried with only limited success to 
‘eliminate terrorist bands’ in Chechnya. Today the Russian Federation is engaged in a meat 
grinder conflict against Chechen guerrillas who have killed close to 5,000 Russian soldiers 
as of Feb. 2003. Most importantly, Russia’s bloody military operations in Chechnya have 
brought the secular moderates led by Maskhadov together with the Wahhabi militants in 
an operational modus vivendi aimed at forcing the Russians to withdraw from Chechen 
lands. 
 
While Khattab, who was considered a hero by many Chechens and Muslims throughout the 
world for his defense of the Chechen people during the Russian invasion, was subsequently 
killed by a mysterious poison in April 2002, his role as head of the foreign fighters in 
Chechnya was taken by a Saudi Arab veteran from Afghanistan named Abu al-Walid 
(Williams 2003). Saudi money for approximately 150-300 well-armed foreign fighters and 
their allies in Chechnya continues to flow from Wahhabi charities and this certainly 
contributes to the bloody conflict in Chechnya. Chechen fighters are provided bounties by 
the Wahhabis for killing Russian soldiers, a lieutenant, for example, can bring in 500 dollars, 
and generals as much as 2000 dollars.  
 
As the following interview with a Chechen makes clear, the Wahhabi-sponsored Islamic 
brigades have the funds to recruit young Chechens who are embittered by Russia’s bloody 
assaults on their villages: ‘Wahhabis offered young people something the official 
Maskhadov administration was powerless to provide. They gave them a steady income. It 
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was blood money, of course, but who cared? If one person joined, he was issued a 
weapon and became a rank-and-file mujahideen…If you brought a group of people with 
you, you were issued a wireless kit, an off-road vehicle, and weapons for everyone…We 
were making an average of 100-300 dollars a month.’ (IWPR 2002)  
 
The common people of Chechnya, who dislike the Wahhabi extremists, have suffered 
tremendously from such extremism and the Russian occupation of their homeland. Many 
Chechens blame the Wahhabis and fundamentalist field commanders for the slaughter of 
their people and virtual destruction of their homeland by Russian Federation forces. A large 
portion of the Chechens led by the former Mufti (Chief Cleric) of Chechnya, Akhmed 
Kadyrov, and the Yamadiyev brothers (two warlords based in Chechnya’s second largest 
city, Gudermes) have in fact gone over to the Russians in order to combat the influence of 
Wahhabi fundamentalism in their republic.  
 
On the other hand, independence-minded Chechen moderates who have continued the 
struggle for freedom from the southern mountains, such as Chechen President Maskhadov, 
have been forced to make a deal with the powerful Arab and Chechen Wahhabi jihadis. 
This is largely due to the fact that the well funded Islamic Cemaats (Platoons) are useful 
in battling the Russian Federation forces. These Wahhabi radicals are not, however, under 
Maskhadov’s control and often carry out bombings, assassinations, or ambushes of Russian 
forces without the consent of the secular Chechen government in hiding. 
 
Sadly, a radical Wahhabi-jihadist fringe has, as a result, been widely depicted as ‘hijacking’ 
the ethno-national independence struggle of the Chechens. This has played directly into 
the hands of the Russian government which cynically seeks to depict all Chechen 
resistance fighters (including those of Maskhadov and his moderates who make up the bulk 
of the ‘Army of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria’) as Osama bin Laden-funded ‘terrorists.’ 
Thus Kremlin spokesman Sergei Yastrzhembsky was able to cynically declare in a January 
2003 speech in Washington DC ‘Today Russians and Americans have a common, insidious 
and ever-present enemy. Its name is international terrorism…there must be a recognition 
of the plain truth that the terrorist threat—no matter where it originates, Afghanistan, 
Chechnya, the Philippines or Pakistan—threatens us all.’22  
The moderate Chechens who favor negotiations with the Russians reject this glib linkage 
between their struggle and that of Osama bin Laden, a fundamentalist Saudi megalomaniac 
who has declared war on ‘Zionists and Crusaders.’ In a 2000 interview I carried out with 
Ilyas Akmadov, the moderate Chechen Foreign Minister, expressed his dislike of the 
Wahhabi fundamentalists and their Arab supporters while nonetheless acknowledging that 
they played an important role in the struggle against Russia. This source bitterly told me 
‘There are no Taliban Airlines flying fighters from Afghanistan to Chechnya as Putin would 
have the West believe. But there are Arab mujhaideen who have defined us as Muslims, 
not Chechens. They fight for their own reasons, but they operate outside the Chechen 
clan system. ’23  
 
It would appear that the extremist jihadis are taking advantage of the Russians’ clumsy 
search-and-destroy sweeping operations, known as zachistkas (cleansings), which target 
villagers for extra-judicial killing and terrorize the bulk of moderate Chechens, to increase 
their influence among angry young Chechen men (and women who have appeared as 
suicide bombers).  
 
As more Chechens become shaheeds (martyrs) as a result of Russia’s brutal campaign to 
destroy ‘international terrorism’ in Chechnya, Russia’s short-sighted actions will certainly 
lead to the further radicalization of Islam in Chechnya and increase the influence of the 

                                                 
22 See http://www.inthenationalinterest.com/Articles/Vol2Issue4/Vol2Issue4Yastrzhembsky.html. 
23 Interview with Ilyas Akhmadov . Feb. 2001. Deland, Florida. 
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Wahhabi jihadists at the expense of the majority Sufi moderates. A ‘blowback’ effect with 
dangerous ramifications is in the process of unfolding in this volatile region. 
 
The most recent manifestation of this radicalization has been the destruction of the 
Russian government’s provisional headquarters in the heart of Grozny (the worst suicide 
bombing in Russian history, resulting in the death of approximately seventy-two on 
December 27, 2002). Russian officials accused Khattab’s successor as head of the Arab 
jihadi units in Chechnya, Emir (Commander) Abu al-Walid, of being behind this deadly 
operation. It becomes increasingly obvious that Russia’s slaughter of Chechens in the 
Caucasus will continue to attract trans-national jihadis who see Russia’s crimes against 
humanity in this region as crimes against the umma (community of Islam).  

 
Conclusions 
The tragic events of Sept. 11th 2001 have shed light on the previously overlooked 
phenomenon of trans-national jihadism in Eurasia. In the process, Western intelligence 
agencies have begun to link a disparate variety of pre-existing jihadi battlefields in this 
ethnically diverse region to the new US-led war on fundamentalist terrorism. 24 In 
confronting this new global threat, US special-op forces have been rushed around the 
globe and tasked with a variety of anti-terrorism duties, often with little background 
understanding of the complexities on the ground in these ethnically diverse regions.  
 
In prosecuting this global war, US Green Berets, for example, have participated in train-
and-equip missions in the Republic of Georgia’s Pankisi Gorge, Uzbekistan’s deserts, and 
the jungles of the southern Philippine islands of Jolo and Basilan. US Special Forces are 
also operating in tribal zones in eastern Afghanistan, northern Yemen, and Iraqi Kurdistan. 
 
If the US and its allies want to be successful in executing this broad-ranging campaign 
against international jihadi terrorism in a variety of lands that were, until recently, virtual 
terra incognita , it must develop a nuanced picture of the pre-existing ethno-religious 
conflicts in this region. It must also strive to critically assess the degree to which the 
local struggles of these Eurasian ethnic groups have been overlapped by or co-opted by 
jihadism on a case by case basis.  
 
While it has been argued here that there are certainly irrefutable links between Al-Qaeda 
and some of the armed Islamic groups in this region (most notably the Islamic Movement 
of Uzbekistan and Harkat al-Mujahideen), the West must be cautious when confronted 
with the axiomatic statements of spokesmen in Moscow, Tashkent, New Delhi, or 
Dushanbe linking their governments’ opponents to a nebulous Al-Qaeda style ‘Islamic 
Terrorism Internationale.’ In the case of Chechnya, for example, it is erroneous to see the 
on-going struggle for self-determination by the secessionist Chechen guerrillas as a sub-
plot to Osama bin Laden’s global jihad against ‘Zionists and Crusaders.’ 
 
Most importantly, the West must also come up with new ways of understanding the 
phenomenon of young men from the Arab world who have become involved in Chechnya 
and other ethno-religious conflicts in this region as self-proclaimed ‘holy warriors.’ To 
portray all Wahhabi-funded militants operating in this region as ‘Al-Qaeda operatives’ is 
both to exaggerate the reach of this inchoate ‘organization’s’ tendrils and to dehumanize 

                                                 
24 Sadly the US government has demonstrated a shocking lack of mastery of events on the ground in this 
region on several occasions. For instance, in his Feb. 5, 2003 speech to the UN, US Secretary of State 
Colin Powell blithely attempted to link an Al Qaeda agent named Zarqawi to not only Baathist-Socialist 
Iraq, but to the ‘Chechens operating in the Pankisi Gorge in Georgia!’ Western intelligence services have 
also made wild accusations of links between Arab Al-Qaeda cells in London and Paris and ‘Chechen ricin-
poision labs’ supposedly operating in the rugged mountians of the Caucasus. In addition,Western secret 
services seem to have swallowed the notion that scores of Chechens somehow made their way across 
Eurasia from their beseiged enclave in Russia to fight for the Taliban in distant Afghanistan in the fall of 
2001. This despite the fact that not one Chechen has been captured in Afghanistan by coalition forces. 
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individuals who partake in jihad for a broad variety of reasons. While these fighters may 
represent a threat to security in this multi-ethnic region with their calls for total jihad and 
the eradication of indigenous Sufi traditions, this does not make ipso facto them bona fide 
‘Al-Qaeda agents.’ 
 
All too often individual Muslim believers (for example, in Indian Kashmir or Uzbekistan) or 
entire Muslim ethnic groups (such as the Bosnians, Kosovar Albanians, and Chechens) 
have been targeted for real oppression in Eurasia. As a result, many devout Muslims in the 
Middle East continue to be genuinely moved to defend these members of the Islamic 
umma in ‘defensive jihads’ that have nothing to do with Osama bin Laden’s struggle to 
expel US troops from Saudi Arabia and topple the moderate Arab regimes of the Gulf.  
 
Khattab, the Arab head of the jihadi contingent in Chechnya and second most wanted 
man in Russia, embodied the new movement trans-national Islamic holy warriors who have 
not necessarily fought as ‘Al-Qaeda agents.’ This celebrated holy warrior hero/terrorist 
followed his conscience and fought to defend the Dar al-Islam from the plains of 
Afghanistan to the mountains of Chechnya before finally becoming a shaheed (martyr) in 
2002. Just prior to his death, this veteran of scores of jihadi battlefields declared ‘I am not 
a mercenary nor a terrorist…and not a hero. I am a Muslim, a simple mujahid who fights for 
the glory of Allah. Russia oppresses the Muslims; therefore I arrived to help free my 
brothers from the Russians. They fought against the Muslims in Bosnia, Tajikistan, and 
Afghanistan, as for me…I am simply aiding my brothers.’ (Shermatova 2000: 409) 
 
Tragically, the battlefields of Eurasia will continue to draw young Arabs who are maimed or 
killed fighting to defend those who they see as oppressed Muslim brothers and sisters. In 
the process, these idealistic or fanatical militants will continue to spearhead the 
dissemination of a form of puritanical militant Islam that first made its appearance in 
Muhammad ibn Saud’s Arabia. In this new age of globalization and easy movement of ideas 
and peoples the trans-national Wahhabi jihadi warriors will continue to represent a global 
version of the 18th century Ikhwan-Brotherhood which first rode out of the deserts of 
central Arabia bringing fire and sword to those who threatened the Prophet’s followers and 
dared to distort His message as they strictly interpreted it. 
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Clanpolitics, Clan-democracy and Conflict Regulation in Africa: The Experience of 
Somalia 
Florence Ssereo, Catholic University of Paris 
 
Introduction 
This paper aims to discuss clanpolitics and clan-democracy as strategies for conflict and 
crisis regulation in the African context.1 The model of the state and dynamics of nation-
state building as sources of conflict in Somalia will be explored and clan-democracy in 
Somalia re-appraised, as a concept and framework for conflic t resolution and achieving 
political stability in the 21st century.  
 
The paper seeks to demonstrate how tribal allegiance, clan difference (defined in negative 
terms) and exclusive cultural identity (affirmed outside the framework of true democracy) 
cause conflict. The experiences in Somalia indicate that, when democratic principles, 
human rights and civic identity are not the prerequisites for nation building and social 
cohesion, the dynamics of state building are identical to the dynamics of conflict 
management and peace building. In this context, the paper seeks to provide information 
on the stakes and complexity of conflict resolution in Africa.  
 
The ongoing ethnic or clan-based political conflict and civil wars in Somalia and elsewhere 
in the world represent a challenge to conflict resolution theory and practice. One 
important point that must be acknowledged is that although much has been written on 
ethnopolitics, clanpolitics has not been the focus of conflict research and scholarly debate 
on conflict resolution. The subject is hereby introduced for further research and 
discussion. 
 
The sub-titles used in the paper indicate the parameters of the issues of clanpolitics, in 
the context of conflict resolution, which can also be discussed under different headings 
depending on the approach and choice of focus. It is hoped that the style adopted 
facilitates the task of the reader.  
 
The Peculiarity of a Clan Nation in the Horn of Africa 
Situated in the Horn of Africa, Somalia is at the crossroads between the African and Arab 
cultures, controlling the passage to the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, the Mediterranean, the 
Suez Canal, and access to the port of Djibouti (Torranzano 1995: 9-12). Ethnically 
homogeneous, Somali society is distinct from other multiethnic sub-Saharan African 
societies with the exception of Burundi and Rwanda. The population of approximately 10 
million is made up of six major clan families:2 the Darod, the Isaaq, the Dir and the Hawiye, 
the Rahanwein, and the Digil.3 These extended families are what ethnologists and 
sociologists have defined as clans and tribes. Nuruddin Farah defines them as communities 
of relations.4 The clan families have common ancestral origins and they are interrelated 
through complex networks of social relationships, which extend over clan territories 
marked with fluid borders, within the national territory. The knowledge of one’s genealogy 
several generations back is an important identity reference for the individual and the clan 
community.5 

                                                 
1 Conflict regulation is used as an inclusive term to describe conflict management and conflict resolution.  
2 According to population estimates of 1994. For more explanation see Torrenzano (1995: 9). 
3 Somali society is ethnically homogeneous, but it is divided into clan families. 
4 Nuruddin Farah is an internationally respected Somali writer. He has written extensively about the 
social, political and economic transformations in Somalia during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. His 
outstanding books Sweet and Sour Milk (1980); Sardines (1983) and Close Sesame (1984) form the 
trilogy known collectively as Variations on an African Dictatorship. 
5 By sociological considerations, the Somali society is ethnically homogeneous and monolingual. In the 
African context it is similar to Rwanda and Burundi, whose populations speak the same language called 
Kinyarwanda in Rwanda and Kirundi in Burundi. These monolingual societies are different from other 
African societies, which are ethnically heterogeneous and multilingual. 
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In traditional Somali society, the clan was a social and political unit of organisation and 
government. Each clan had its own leaders and a council of elders as in many multiethnic 
societies in Africa. Land was communal property and its management was linked to the 
concept of power, religion and clan (the extended family). However, the post-
independence processes of modernisation greatly changed the traditional concept of land 
and power. In modern Somalia, the clan system and modern forms of social and political 
organisation co-exist. The traditional clan structures which acted as a framework for 
identity, the settlement of disputes and conflicts, and communal security, were replaced 
by a national judiciary and constitutional laws, although the cultural and social status of 
the clan elders was maintained. 
 
The council of elders and traditional chiefs, who ensured harmony and sustained peace in 
the clan communities, defined the rights and obligations of the members and their 
relations, together with the rights and limitations of neighbouring clans. The process of 
modernisation transformed the political peacekeeping and moral and or spiritual roles of the 
traditional clan elders and chiefs. The traditional customary conventions on war, the laws 
of mutual assistance to captives of war; caring for the injured and hospitality, which were 
part of the customary social and political code of conduct, were defined by the clan chiefs 
and the council of elders. The reassigning of these roles to a modern judiciary system 
transformed the peacekeeping roles and status of the traditional leaders in their 
communities of relations. The change also created a gap between traditional and modern 
conflict regulation methods, which challenged the international peace and conflict 
resolution initiatives of the United Nations in Somalia. For example, according to traditional 
practice, when a clan lost its prerogatives and became vulnerable, it was attached to a 
stronger clan to ensure its safety and security, and to preserve global peace. This was 
not defined as annexing a clan territory rather it was seen as a way small clans could be 
assimilated and protected by the bigger ones (provided that the big and small clans shared 
a genealogy).6 However, this all changed with modernisation and the globalisation of the 
western model of the state.7 The modern territorial Somali state had one national army, 
whose responsibility was to defend Somali Sovereignty and protect the Somali citizens 
against any external aggression. Contrary to Somali traditional practices, it was the 
International Red Cross and not the Somali women who assumed the role of caring for the 
injured in the clan-political faction war. 
 
The modernisation of Somalia according to the principles of socialism entailed replacing 
clan solidarity with ‘comradeship’. The titles ‘cousin’, ‘uncle’ and ‘aunt’ were all deemed to 
have cultural connotations and confer social status on different age groups and were 
consequently abolished. All Somalis were to refer to each other as ‘comrades’, also 
meaning compatriot. The comradeship unlike the cultural titles was neither founded on 
cultural values nor on the principles of human rights and democracy. It stemmed from a 
particular political ideology i.e. communism.  
 
Like all modern states, Somalia is a territorial state, and according to the prevailing 
international state system, the people living in this territory are called Somalians although 
they refer to themselves as ‘Somalis’. The modernisation of Somalia pursued by the military 
government from 1969 sought to transform traditional Somali society using the principles 
of communism. The traditional chiefs were considered ‘primitive’ and governors were 
appointed by the central militarised political bureau to replace them. The clan territories 

                                                 
6 In the Somali traditional system, rights and obligation of individuals and the clan community constituted 
a framework for dispute and conflict regulation. Whenever there was a risk of chaos and conflict 
escalation into violence and war between the clans, the traditional clan elders and women were used to 
negotiate with the parties in conflict as ambassadors of peace in order to prevent war. 
7 The problems relating to the model of the state in Africa are extensively discussed by BADIE, Bertrand 
(1992), in the book ‘L’Etat importé: l’occidentalisation de l’ordre politique l’Espace politique’, Fayard, 
Paris. 
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which had been under the authority of the chiefs became districts and provinces, 
administered by the governors who were army officers from other clans. Consequently, the 
chiefs lost both their political roles of ‘spokesmen’ for their clans and their social status. 
 
History has shown us that in many ways the political history of Somalia is comparable with 
that of many other African countries: colonial administration, de-colonisation and 
independence, one-party and multiparty politics, civilian and military governments and 
dramatic social, political and economic transformations. Like the societies of Burundi and 
Rwanda, the ethnically homogeneous society of Somalia, is monolingual, has one majority 
religion and a shared culture. As mentioned earlier, the people call themselves Somali, the 
language is Somali and the geopolitical space inhabited by the Somali population is Somalia 
(meaning land of the Somalis). 
 
By definition Somalia corresponds to a nation-state, the Somali population shares a 
common citizenship, culture, religion (Moslems by majority) and affirm a cultural patriotism 
as the basis for a greater Somali nation. 8 This can be likened, for example, to the French 
who live in France, speak the French language, and share, in the main part, a Christian 
religious tradition and a cultural identity. While these attributes were beneficial to the 
process of nation-state building, social integration and coherence and harmony in France, 
in Somalia the common religion, shared cultural values and language did not guarantee 
sustainable social cohesion, stability and peace after independence. 
 
Indeed, political conflict, government crisis, and clan-based civil war in Somalia between 
1989 and 2000 have both revealed the negative consequences of clanpolitics and the 
manipulation of clan differences to achieve power. In addition, such unrest has highlighted 
the limits of clan-democracy as a framework for conflict regulation. The clan has played a 
strong part in social, economic and political interactions, and has acted both as a cause 
of social cohesion and paradoxically, as a cause of political conflict. In traditional Somali 
society, private and public life were organised on clan principles which sustained the clan 
communities for centuries before the era of colonisation. Although inter-clan wars were 
fought, they were brief and generally only involved men. By and large, women, children 
and the elderly were not involved. However, women would sometimes act as nurses to the 
wounded and perform roles comparable to those of the Red Cross in war situations.  
 
The Sources and Causes of Social and Political Conflict in Somalia 
In the late 1980s and 1990s, the political conflict in Somalia degenerated into a 
governmental crisis which eventually led to a general militarised social conflict throughout 
the clan faction network. The institutionalised principles of clan equality and 
representation in politics constituted a conceptual framework and basis for power sharing 
and government crisis management but failed to resolve the intense socio-political 
conflicts of the decade. The Somali government used the framework, although in a limited 
way, to promote representative democracy, crises management and conflict resolution. In 
the larger regional context, the pattern of refugee displacement and the dynamics of the 
spill over of the armed conflicts from Somalia to the neighbouring countries of Djibouti, 
Ethiopia and Kenya have on the contrary, revealed the strength of cultural solidarity as a 
factor of social integration in Africa. The Somali-speaking communities in these countries 
played active roles in not only receiving but also helping the refugees to integrate into 
their host communities. Both at national and regional levels, the generalisation potential of 
the civil war revealed the mobilising capacity of cultural over civic values. The exclusive 
affirmation of clan identity and the clan-based political system were obstacles to the 

                                                 
8 The Westphalian model of the state, for example, sees France as a territorial state, where the 
population are called French. Similarly the population of Somalia are Somalians. Whereas France is a 
Republic, founded on the principles of democracy, human rights, civic rights and equality of citizens, the 
Republic of Somalia under President Siad Barre resembled a cultural state. The practice of clanpolitics led 
to violations of civic and human rights and unequal treatment of citizens. 
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promotion of civic citizenship based on human rights and democratic principles. At a 
military level, the creation of clan armies by political faction leaders greatly undermined 
the military institution and led to its collapse. Under these circumstances, human rights, 
tolerance and coexistence principles central to violence prevention, conflict resolution, 
political stability, peace and development, were greatly undermined. 
 
The political conflicts and governmental crises in Somalia which escalated into a prolonged 
civil war in 1989 were ultimately the climax of a process which had begun with the 
country’s declaration of independence in 1960. Unification had failed to resolve 
disagreements over the state’s origins, problems of the partisan participation of the 
different clan communities in the process of decolonisation, power sharing, and the 
nation-state building process. This problems would not simply disappear. The dynamics of 
state modernisation and the dispute with neighbouring countries over the national borders 
defined by the colonial administration became important conflict stakes. The pre-colonial 
Somali nation defined a geo-cultural space inhabited by Somali-speaking populations found 
in present Djibouti, the Ogaden Province of Ethiopia, northern Somalia (Somaliland), 
Southern Somalia and the North Eastern Province of Kenya.  
 
As we know from the country’s political history, northern Somalia was a British 
Protectorate (British Somaliland) and was united with southern Somalia (Italian Somaliland) 
to form the independent Republic of Somalia in 1960. The majority Isaaq population in the 
north took more of an active role in politics. Since they were not politically reconciled with 
the southern clans at Independence, post-independence government crises revived clan 
differences and conflicting visions of the state and power-sharing models. Thus the 
challenge was to articulate three political traditions into one coherent system in order that 
a workable political system could be defined. The Italian political model and the French 
and British political traditions, had to be united into one coherent model. A heterogeneous 
model, at best required a federal type of government which took into account the 
different political traditions and philosophies of Italy, France, Britain and Africa. However, 
the first post-independence government in Somalia was not representative and 
disagreements over political power sharing that arose on the eve of independence would 
not be resolved for some time.  
 
The ensuing civil war in Somalia developed over several years. It was caused by a 
combination of several factors both local and international and involved many different 
actors. At the national level, several years of continued frustration over basic human 
needs caused unrest: children could not go to school because education was not free; 
the sick could not be cared for sufficiently because there were no facilities; populations 
from famine affected areas (from 1972) could not be fed because there was not enough 
food in spite of the provisions made by international humanitarian NGOs; and social and 
political aspirations could not be achieved because the political framework was not 
democratic. In addition, the ineffective economic policies of the government worsened 
economic difficulties, causing extreme poverty, intense government crises characterised 
by constant reshuffles of cabinet ministers and the loss of state authority; a politicised 
army, and coups and counter coups d’Etat which were attempts to change government 
and social fracture. Consequently, between 1972 and 1989 the population became poorer 
and gradually desperate. The very difficult living conditions became an incentive for young 
men to join faction armies opposed to the government in office. A culture of violence and 
crime emerged as a strategy for ensuring livelihood.  
 
At a more general level, like all developing countries, Somalia’s economy was not 
integrated into the global market economy. The national economy was sustained through 
dependence on foreign financial aid from Europe and North America. During the Cold War 
era, in the context of the prevailing ideological conflict, foreign economic assistance and 
development co-operation with Somalia were linked to the geostrategic economic interests 
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of the donor countries and the political orientation of the recipient government. Through 
the mechanism of international relations, super power rivalry was transferred to the 
countries in the Horn of Africa, including Somalia. Political and military co-operation 
accords and financial aid from the Western countries and institutions had many strings 
attached (Farah 2000). Diplomatic relations were continually changing. Allegiances with 
the Soviet Union and the US were unstable which strongly influenced the internal politics 
of the country. For example, Somalia had adopted Communist-Leninism as a political 
ideology (1969-1990), but in spite of this political change it lost Soviet friendship after the 
war with Ethiopia and established diplomatic relations with the US. The influence of the 
super powers on Somalia’s domestic politics and that of the region was exemplified during 
the war with Ethiopia over the Ogaden province. The super powers supported and 
provided weapons to forces involved in the interstate war 1977-78 war which had 
dramatic consequences for the Somali army. However, given the geopolitical location of 
Somalia, seen as the gateway to the Gulf region, the super powers sustained their 
presence in the country. Geopolitical and economic factors were therefore responsible for 
the establishment or cancellation of diplomatic relations and provisions of foreign aid.  
 
Clan-democracy and clanpolitics were used by the governments in Somalia not only as a 
framework for ethnic conflict resolution but also as a military tactic, to avoid an 
unnecessary civil war. The desperate situation caused by intense economic crises, food 
shortages, insufficient medical services, sanitation, unemployment, insecurity and 
continued frustration of political aspirations required workable short and long term 
solutions. In this context, delays incurred in the payment of salaries of the armed forces 
and public service officers meant that at the level of the extended family and community, 
parental obligations and social responsibilities in the wider community could not be fulfilled. 
School fees for children could not be paid, medicines and clothing could not be bought and 
the hungry could not be fed. In this sense the welfare state had lost its raison d’être. To 
this effect, several international NGOs developed huge projects in Somalia from 1972.  
 
The State Building Process in Somalia  
The unity of Somalia, which was proclaimed at independence and symbolised by the 
national flag, the national anthem, the national constitution and the creation of a 
Republic, was not founded on a shared Somali patriotism and culture. The challenge was 
to incorporate relevant Somali traditions into a Western model of state and democracy, 
translate the Universal Declaration of Human Rights into the Somali language and 
articulate between Somali and non-Somali political philosophies and traditions. Somali 
traditions and customs, as well as clan networks of social and political associations 
represented opportunities and challenges for state building and modernisation in Somalia. 
What emerged were two social and political organisation models which were operated in 
parallel: a cultural state model based on clan customs, traditions and African philosophies; 
and a civic state model in the making, based on the principles of human rights, 
coexistence and democracy. This conflict of visions and value systems created a dilemma 
for national conflict resolution strategies. Conflict resolution in Somalia therefore, required 
an alternative framework which incorporated both traditional and modern methods. 
 
At both economic and social levels, poverty, famine, illiteracy, lack of education, and 
generalised sanitary problems acted as incentives for coups and counter coups. Military 
intervention in civilian politics between 1960 and 1969 was aimed at not only changing the 
government but also the prevailing social conditions. The post-independence Somali 
government successfully prevented politic al conflicts and government crisis from 
escalating into civil war but failed to solve the country’s socio-economic problems. Clan-
parliamentary democracy as a crisis resolution framework proved to be ineffective. The 
unsolved economic and social problems at the level of the military and civil society were 
sources of frustration which led to numerous coup d’états on the one hand and civil 
society protests on the other. Coup d’état was considered an appropriate strategy for 
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affecting governmental change, ending governmental crisis and political conflict, as well as 
solving social and economic problems.  
 
Between 1970 and 1990 the military government’s conception of politics, inspired by the 
principles of communism, was ambivalent; on one hand it denounced tribal politics and on 
the other hand based promotions in the army and the recruitment of civilian state 
functionaries on clan and tribal criteria. For example, during this period, public officers from 
the Isaaq, Marehan and Darod clans were recruited to important posts in government and 
in the army. Clan networks of influence, therefore, prevailed in political, commercial and 
social relations. A clan-democracy or clan-political hegemony was institutionalised by the 
military government of President Siad Barre, and politics was commanded through a 
military chain of officers.  
 
For more than two decades, clanpolitics, Marxist-Leninism and Islam were important 
factors for political association, division, rivalry and violent conflicts in Somalia. Both the 
military and civilian political leaders failed to articulate between the different value 
systems that operated in parallel within Somali society. The governmental modernisation 
programme progressed more effectively in the urban areas than in the rural areas because 
the educated population and foreign immigrants lived in the towns, which offered more 
opportunities in terms of jobs and social services. However, the majority of the population, 
more than 50%, were illiterate and worked the land in the rural areas where lifestyles were 
strongly influenced by customs and traditions. Modernising the state and society in 
Somalia required knowledge, exposure to different value systems and the understanding 
and knowledge to know what was needed. Marxist-Leninism as a political ideology proved 
difficult to implement in a coherent manner in Somalia because it was either not 
understood, or considered by the educated Somalis to be a foreign ideology detached from 
the Somali social and cultural realities. The socialist state did not change the lives of the 
ordinary Somalis. The Somalis have a rich spiritual tradition and the national constitution 
also made references to Islamic teachings, reflecting the extent of religious influence on 
the lives of the people. Religion, Somali customs and traditions, rooted in the country’s 
culture made more sense to the ordinary Somali than Marxist-Leninism, as a basis for 
social transformation. The state building and modernisation process was a major source of 
conflict since the political leadership denounced Somali cultural practices as primitive and 
made no effort to incorporate relevant cultural values into the mainstream modern system. 
The prevention of conflict required effective articulation and coherence between the 
relevant cultural and religious values and the values of Communism. The political 
framework had to be based on the respect of human rights and democracy.  
 
The extent to which Islam affected the lives of the ordinary Somalis made it difficult to 
create a secular state in Somalia. Islam as a religion and institution is by definition a 
mobilising factor, thus a factor for solidarity and social mobilisation. At the political level, 
the 1960 Somali constitution was influenced by Islamic doctrine. The Arab Muslem 
missionaries, by offering their Islamic faith to the Somalis, also shared their cultural world-
view (in the same way as Christian missionaries did in other African countries), on which 
the Somalis constructed their subsequent understanding of the world. In this way, Islam 
was incorporated into Somali thinking and way of life. In addition, through Islam, some 
aspects of Arab culture were incorporated into Somali culture. For example, Allah (God) 
created cosmos which is very different from traditional Somali views of cosmos. As part of 
the state modernisation process in Somalia, Islam contributed to the grafting of non-
African concepts onto Somali cultural explanations of creation. The introduction of 
scientific socialism modelled on Leninism provoked a conflict of values between Islam, 
atheist communism and Somali culture.  
  
Profiles of the Stakeholders  
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On 30 March 1968, an unsuccessful coup d’état was organised against the civilian 
government, which was dominated by the Darod clan. However, this did not serve to unite 
Somalia’s military officers. On the contrary, the military coup led by Abdullahi Yousouf, 
Salad Gavveire and Ali Samantar highlighted the conflicting visions and divisions present in 
the army. On 15th October 1969, the national army assassinated the elected civilian 
President Shamarke. The senior military officers formed a military junta, established a 
military government and appointed General Siad Barre president. The police commander Ali 
Khorschel was appointed vice-president and chief of the police. The post of Prime Minister 
was abolished and the parliament was replaced by a Revolutionary Socialist Council (RSC) 
composed of military officers from the Hawiye clan (Torrenzano 1995: 21-32) 
 
In 1970, another unsuccessful coup d’état organised by Giama Ali Khorschel, yet again 
served to demonstrate strong rivalry and power struggles within the army. The politically 
ambitious army officers were engaged in a political power competition. As a strategy to 
resolve the conflict among the army officers the president reshuffled his militarised cabinet 
on the principles of equal clan representation in government to ensure a balance of power. 
To this effect, Hussein Afrah Kulmie from the Hawiye (Abgaal) clan was appointed to the 
post of vice-president. But the resentment in the army persisted and in 1971 yet another 
failed coup d’état was organised by General Mohamed Ainanse Goleb and Salad Javeire 
Kedie. The cabinet was again reshuffled, for the third time in 1972. As an alternative 
strategy to solve the political conflict and in an attempt to end the government crisis, the 
president established three posts of vice-president and appointed three officers from 
three different clans to occupy them.  
 
In 1973 a Public Relations Office (PRO) was created to improve state-civil relations and 
army officer, Giama Ali Giama was appointed to the post of executive director. By 1974 
the new posts were occupied by several officers including Hagi Mussale, nephew of the 
President of the Republic. These continued changes in governmental positions reflected 
the difficulties of achieving consensus among the army officers and ensuring equal clan 
representation in government.  
 
Faced with both local and international problems of legitimacy, and in search for 
international credibility and support, the government submitted an application for Somali 
membership to the Arab League. The cabinet and the military officers were opposed to 
Somali membership but the President took a unilateral decision. The admission of Somalia 
to the Arab League had serious political and social consequences. At the level of the 
army, a consensus was not reached on Somali membership to the Arab League and the 
army officers who opposed the decision were executed. Their execution was resented 
both in the army and civil society. However, in spite of internal opposition, the Republic of 
Somalia was eventually admitted to the Arab League in February 1974. Both civilian and 
military protesters were arrested and charged with anti-religious propaganda and 
subsequently detained.  
 
The persistent political conflict and governmental crisis accentuated the severe economic 
and social problems. Military efforts were made in vain by the president to solve the 
multiple causes of conflict. The worsening social conditions in the army and society owing 
to unpaid salaries and poor facilities and social services demanded urgent practical 
measures and concrete actions. In 1978 a further unsuccessful coup d’état was organised 
by Abdullahi Yousouf and Mohamed Sher in an attempt to resolve the situation in the 
army. The President had become weary of military officers, between 1975 and 1979 
twenty-eight army officers accused of treason or attempted coup d’état were executed. 
The execution of high-ranking officers revealed the extent of clanpolitics in the national 
army. By this time, the national army was clearly divided into three main rivalry clan 
groups, Marehan, Dulbahante and Ogaden. The unity of the Somali army emphasised by 
one of the popular officers, General Daoud Abdulleh had been lost. The frequent cabinet 
reshuffles were inefficient in solving the deep-rooted prolonged social conflict. The 
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appointment of new officers and the creation of new posts in government after each 
cabinet reshuffle did not respond to the political power sharing problems. A genuine 
political framework based on democratic and human right principles was required.  
 
In 1978, the decision of the Somali government to support the Ogaden Liberation 
Movement against the government of Ethiopia catalysed rivalries among the cabinet 
members and the military. The Ogaden Somalis had always affirmed Somali patriotism and 
cultural solidarity within the geo-cultural space comprising Ethiopia and Somalia. The 
armed liberation movement organised by the Ogaden Somalis against the central 
government of Ethiopia was transformed into an interstate war between Somalia and 
Ethiopia in 1978 and 1979. The war involved international support from Cuba, the Soviet 
Union and the United States of America. The combined Ogaden Somali and the national 
armed forces of the Republic of Somalia were defeated by the Ethiopian army. The war 
reduced the capacity of the Somali infantry forces from 65,000 to 10,000 men and left 
military officers dissatisfied; their political ambitions were frustrated.  
 
The humiliation and frustration of the Somali national army caused by the failure to 
liberate the Ogaden Somalis from Ethiopia was difficult for the weakened government of 
President Siad Barre to contain. The cost of the war in both human and material terms on 
the one hand, and the withdrawal of Soviet military and economic assistance to Somalia 
on the other, further weakened the military government and the national defence system 
and accelerated the creation of political clan armies and the collapse of state authority.  
 
In 1982 yet another unsuccessful coup d’état was organised against the government by 
army officer Ali Aboubakar as a strategy to solve the situation. As a consequence, the 
President declared a curfew, introduced political reforms and created the Somali 
Revolutionary Socialist Party (SRSP). This transition from a military government to a one-
party democratic government was not achieved through any electoral process. 
Democratisation was commanded. The SRSP replaced the Supreme Revolutionary Council 
(SRC), established in 1969. It then reinforced the powers of the Head of State, Field 
Marshal Siad Barre, General of the Somali armed forces, President of the Republic and 
Secretary-General of the Party. Power and authority were invested in the Head of State 
and the government. The Supreme Revolutionary Council which preceded the Somali 
Revolutionary Socialist Party was composed of sixty-four members: forty-one military 
officers and twenty-one generals.  
 
Clanpolitics as Conflict and Crisis Resolution Strategy  
The years 1982 and 1987 were marked by the declaration of the state of emergency, 
characterised by frequent decrees issued by the government. Free movement of the 
people and items within the country were restricted, and roads and ports were manned by 
security personnel. Road transport was subjected to severe military and police controls, 
passengers and goods were subject to strict controls, including checks on the registration 
of vehicles and the number of passengers; their names, home addresses and reasons for 
travelling had to be declared. These practices eliminated the possibility of any form of civil 
protest or the organisation of any political opposition. Fear, secrecy and uncertainty 
spread.9 The government became unpopular and lost the confidence of its people.  
 
The state security information service recruited as service personnel ill-educated youths, 
- men and women who served the government according to the oral tradition.10 They were 
not required to present proper written reports; it was sufficient to report orally and on an 
everyday basis. The secret information service too, operated according to the country’s 

                                                 
9 Fear at its embryonic stage can make an individual cry, laugh, remain silent or patiently wait and stare 
at the emptiness in space, but it may also cause restlessness and aggressive behaviour 
10 In Somalia as in any oral culture, rumours play a very important role in maintaining tribal allegiances, 
creating fear and intimidation. 
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oral tradition; its agents were expected to report verbally about what they saw and 
heard. The security service agents needed no written warrant for arrests. Two-thirds of 
prisoners in detention were arbitrarily arrested, had no file records and served indefinite 
prison sentences or were eventually killed depending on the decision of the military 
tribunal. The normal judiciary system became irrelevant; justice was administered on the 
basis of rumours, gossip and allegations. As a result, rumours, and plans for revenge 
concerning apparent miscarriages of justice spread. The government became suspicious of 
its own citizens and the citizens were mutually suspicious of each other (see Farah 1979: 
45). The educated Somali community, and in particular the intellectuals and nationals from 
other countries were considered by the government to be politically dangerous. For 
example, the intellectuals were spied on, arrested and detained or forced into exile, 
especially after the publishing of a memorandum called the ‘Manifesto’ addressed to the 
government. They denounced the political role of the army and the appalling sanitary 
conditions and called for democratic elections and a return to civilian leadership.  
 
The private and state information service also relied upon rumours and hearsay for their 
information. The source of oral information was neither investigated nor confirmed. The 
ordinary Somali did not understand the reasons for the prevailing situation, the informers 
were secretive and the ordinary civilians were discrete, afraid and silenced. Individuals 
were confined to their clan networks, they had limited knowledge about politics and could 
neither read nor write to benefit from the press or media. In addition, they did not 
understand the complex national and international interconnections of the economic, 
political and social problems affecting their society. No official information was released by 
the official government press unless a rumour had been published in the newspapers, and 
nothing was made public until the President’s informants had provided their own version 
about any event or predicted public opinion concerning the issue in question. The Somali 
population, whether informed or ignorant, was forbidden to discuss politics in public and all 
forms of association were considered to be political, therefore criminal. Politics had 
become a private matter. Fear, uncertainty, frustration and tension increased; the system 
also encouraged a negative form of individualism by isolation.11 Citizens were like prisoners, 
their right to association was banned, they were isolated from their clan communities and 
from each other, by fear. The military government used coercive methods to enforce 
policy measures and decrees were unilaterally decided (Farah 1980). 
 
The security officials in uniform, both junior and senior were authorised to arrest and 
detain any person who matched their definition of ‘offender’, ‘traitor’ or ‘enemy of the 
state’. Any civilian who caused social disorder or publicly disobeyed or denounced the 
government was arrested and detained for at least three months before appearing before 
the military tribunal. The armed and civilian guards were clan-based militiamen, commonly 
referred to as the revolutionists.12 Their task was to ensure security and maintain peace 
and social order.  
 
The military and the use of rumour became institutionalised conflict management 
strategies. Progressive Somalis and government critics were humiliated and intimidated by 
the security personnel. Corruption was also institutionalised and government officers used 
public funds for private interests.13 Armed robbery, violence, drug and firearms trafficking 
and begging for arms increased as desperate survival strategies overwhelmed the 
government’s capacity for conflict management. Its violent and repressive methods proved 
ineffective. 
 

                                                 
11 Fear at its embryonic stage can make an individual cry, laugh, remain silent or patiently wait and stare 
at the emptiness but may also cause a state of restless and aggressive behaviour. 
12 The armed and civilian guards were referred to as green guards because they wore green uniforms. 
13 Corruption was a survival strategy to ensure the basic needs of individuals and their large families. 
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The failure of the government to ensure the availability of social services, eradicate 
famine or solve the political crises undermined its legitimacy and authority. An alternative 
crisis management and conflict resolution framework was required, one that would allow 
for political solutions and transform the military dictatorship into a democratic government. 
The prerequisite for sustainable peace, security and development in Somalia was 
democratic government, respect for human rights and satisfaction of the population’s 
basic needs. The reasons for the escalation of inter-clan violence in 1989 were social 
crises, government crises and clanpolitics coupled with poverty, misery, ignorance and 
insecurity.  
 
The military government did not sustain state-society relations through dialogue and co-
operation. Fear and suspicion among the Somalis was an obstacle to civil rights activists, 
especially among intellectuals. Civil society was subdued and rendered politically 
indifferent. To avoid arbitrary arrests, detention and torture ,intellectuals, civil rights 
groups and political activists submitted to the dictatorial government because they had 
family responsibilities and obligations. 14 
 
The Clan Factor in the Army as a Conflict and Crisis Regulation Strategy  
From 1979 President Barre increased his allegiance to the Mahren clan as a political 
strategy to prevent a coup d’état. To ensure this policy he appointed individuals from the 
clan to important government posts. Several years later, in January 1991, the other clans 
mobilised against his government. The autocratic president had abolished the policy of 
clan equality and representation in government. Coup attempts by army officers against 
the government were treated as treason, and their organisers were executed.  
 
In March 1982 President Siad Barre introduced political reform as a conflict resolution 
strategy. He declared a state of emergency to solve security problems. In August of the 
same year he authorised the organisation of general elections and he was re-elected 
president and secretary-general of the Revolutionary Socialist Party. He appointed twelve 
civilians and fourteen army officers to ministerial posts. These political reforms were limited 
and undemocratic. Political pressure groups emerged within the army and underground civil 
activists became active. The President who was also the army general had lost his 
authority over the national army and the population had lost confidence in the 
government.  
 
Several reconciliation meetings were organised within the army between the dissident 
political and social groups and the military government. However, they proved to be in 
vain. The urgent economic and social problems required concrete but sustainable 
solutions. Furthermore, in order to solve the complex conflicts and respond to the urgent 
survival needs of the population, comprehensive problem-solving methods based on 
democratic principles and respect for human rights were needed. By 1989, although 
dissident behaviour was considered criminal, many Somali political activists and 
intellectuals organised secret meetings and circulated petitions against the government 
(Farah 1980: 150-155). Educated and professional Somalis who had remained in the 
country were organised into clan-based political opposition groups. Their organisations 
eventually formed united political groups with dissidents from the national army. The 
government and the military had lost their raison d’être. The dissident politico-military 
leaders mobilised more support from civil society in accordance with their clan affiliations. 
Unemployed adults and youth were recruited into the armies of the clan-based political 
factions.  
 

                                                 
14 The Somali have a proverb, which states that ‘people who have children do not raise their voices, they 
raise children’. 
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The army considered a coup d’état the only strategy for political change and the creation 
of the conditions required for solving the complex socio-economic crises in Somalia. Three 
military-political clan factions emerged as an organised opposition against the government 
of Siad Barre. They were the Somali National Movement (SNM, Isaaq clan), the Somali 
Patriotic Movement (Ogaden) and the United Somali Congress (Hawiye + Habr-Gedir + 
Abgal). At the level of civil society the Committee for the United Democratic Constituion of 
Somalia (CUDRSL), the National Union of Somali Students (NUSS) and the Committee of 
Somali Students Abroad (CSSA) were mobilised for change. The political role of Somali 
intellectuals had been reduced to secret debates and the drafting of memoranda. They 
could not perform the traditional role of ensuring the spiritual and moral harmony of 
society. In May 1990 some traditional chiefs, elders and intellectuals formed a joint non-
violent Association for Change in Somalia (ACS). The Association denounced the violence 
and terrorism practised within the framework of the state, demanded the resignation of 
President Barre and the organisation of democratic elections. However, the various civil 
society political activists, community associations, youth and student groups and 
intellectuals were not united, although they all denounced torture, and the anti-
democratic and anti-parliamentarian repression of the military government.  
 
The Somali National Movement (SNM), originally based in Ethiopia, is the oldest of the clan 
armies that fought against the government in Mogadishu. In June 1988 it had attacked 
and destroyed the two northern Somali towns of Harguya and Burao. The war with the 
national army caused the total destruction of the towns and about forty thousand 
refugees went to Mogadishu and Djibouti. Between 1989 and 1990, other clan-based 
political factions were created and armed against the government (see Table 1). They 
were the Somali Social Democratic Front (SSDF), commanded by Abdullaabi Yusuf Ahmed, 
and the SNM (Migiurtine clan) whose leaders had both been in exile in Ethiopia in the 
1980s. The Somalia Patriotic Movement (SPM) and the Somali National Army (SNA) were 
re-compositions of the national army, the Somali National Alliance (SDA), led by 
Mohammed Farah Abdullah, and the United Somalia Congress (USC), led by Aidid and Ali 
Mahdi. The SNM, the SDA, the SPM and the SNA formed a coalition against the SNF, 
which was led by deposed President Siad Barre. The factions had political aspirations but 
failed to unite to achieve the common goal: a government of national unity and political 
stability in Somalia.  
 
Table 1: Clanpolitics and clan armies (Lewis 1980: 221 and Torrenzano 1995: 88-112) 
 
Name of Political Armed Faction Clan 
Somali Social Democratic Front, SSDF Marjeteen (Ogaden) 
Somaliland National Movement, SNM  Isaaq 
Somalia Patriotic Movement, SPM Rahawin, Digil 
Somali National Army, SNA Ogaden 
United Somali Congress, USC  Habr-Gedir (Hawiye) 
United Somalia Congress, USC  Hawiye-Abgal (Hawiye) 
Somalia National Alliance, SDA  Hawiye 
Somali Democratic Movement, SDM Digil, Rahawein 
Somali Democratic Alliance, SDA Gadabursi 
United Somali Party, USP Dolbahante 
United Somali Front, USF Esa 

 
The Somali National Movement (SNM) which was founded in 1982 by members of the Isaaq 
clan was a liberation movement which fought for the independence of northern Somalia. 
The Isaaq clan was mobilised against the southern clans in government and their goal was 
to achieve independence and secession. In May 1991 the Isaaq leaders proclaimed 
Somaliland independent, but this move did not receive international recognition 
(Campagnon 1992). In 1990 and 1991 the Isaaq dominated the Somali National Movement 
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(SNM), with its aim to liberate Somaliland and became a member of the coalition formed 
against the government of Siad Barre. Since the 1980s its leaders have contested the 
authority of the central government in Mogadishu.  
 
After achieving victory against the government army, the weak coalition of clan-based 
armed forces split into several small forces according to their clan identities, greatly 
reducing their military capacity. The separate clan factions could neither win the war nor 
form a government without associating with the other clan factions. This inability to form 
a stable political association created a stalemate situation characterised by inter-clan 
hostilities, which caused over fifty thousand human casualties and created more than 
400,000 refugees (Kurian 1992: 1759-1775). 
 
The government of President Barre encouraged clanpolitics, tribalism, corruption, and 
secrecy, even once the government was overthrown in January 1991. These factors 
continued to influence armed conflict and politics in Somalia. The different political clan 
factions fought in their clan territories and against each other in the towns and across the 
Ethiopian-Somali, Somali-Djibouti and Somali-Kenya borders until 2001 when a government 
of national unity was formed to ensure the transition to democracy and to consolidate 
peace. 
 
Clan-democracy as Framework for Conflict Resolution  
The political orientation and framework for the transformation of conflict and promotion of 
the development of Somalia between 1970 and 1989 was scientific socialism, defined as 
‘the redistribution of Somali resources in the light of scientific wisdom’, based on the 
principles of communism and comradeship, co-operation and the equal status of all 
Somalis, self-sufficiency and the sovereignty of Somalia15. The government of President 
Barre wanted to achieve a ‘non-tribal’, conflict-free society. In keeping with his aim, Barre 
replaced the polite term ‘cousin’, the traditional formal address to a fellow clan member, to 
‘comrade’. Somali social titles acquired a new term, ‘comrade’, which as mentioned earlier, 
was also used to mean co-patriot. The traditional title of the council of elders, whose task 
was to resolve social conflicts at community level, was replaced by a ‘peace council’. The 
traditional practice of imposing a compensatory payment in cases of murder was abolished 
and a death penalty was introduced to punish crimes of homicide.16 In the urban areas, 
political Orientation Centres were established to provide homes for street children, orphans 
and unemployed youths. Where deaths occurred in the towns, in the absence of the 
deceased’s family, the state ensured a decent funeral for the individual. 
 
In order to meet the challenge of transforming Somali society on the principles of scientific 
socialism, President Siad Barre established a martial-law government. Somali society was 
militarised and disciplined. The Somalis were expected to exercise absolute obedience and 
submission to authority and respect the laws and decrees issued by the President 
(Torrenzano 1995: 37-44). The Head of State became the one person who provided 
solutions to the problems of the nation, and wielded power over the entire population.17 
 

                                                 
15 Comradeship was the new concept used instead of citizenship. 
16 The practice of compensatory payment for homicide among Somali age groups was a reconciliatory 
measure meant to sustain clan and tribal allegiance. Its application had social and political significance 
(Lewis 1980: 217). The death penalty is a non-Somali tradition. In traditional Somali society the death 
penalty did not exist; its introduction as a mode of punishment reveals how much the process of 
modernisation replaced Somali value systems. The Somali traditional elders contested the introduction of 
the death sentence within the political framework as it meant loss of the traditional reconciliatory 
practices. 
17 Using a similar philosophy, the government of Habyarimana in Rwanda subdued the Hutu population. 
Total loyalty to the President, including implementing such instructions against fellow citizens as the 
killing of the Tutsi population. 
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The National Security Service (NSS) and the National Courts of Justice were responsible 
for the resolution of problems relating to crime and national security (Torrenzano 1995: 
42-44). The chief of the National Security Service (NSS) was authorised by the President 
to issue oral arrest warrants against suspected enemies of the state. The punishment for 
openly declaring opposition to the government was the death penalty. All forms of 
dissident behaviour were punishable, for example, in July 1972 two military officers were 
charged with treason and executed in 1975. Eleven Moslem leaders were also executed for 
opposing the government’s new law enacted to improve the status of Somali women.18 
The new law stated that women had the right to inherit property, which traditionally, had 
been denied to them.  
 
Moslem leaders and the government were in conflict over the implementation of the 
principles of scientific socialism and the practices of the military government. The leaders 
had denounced the arbitrary arrest and detention of civilians, and the use of the death 
penalty. According to both Islamic teaching and the national constitution, it was forbidden 
to administer martial law, rule by decree or inflict the death penalty on any Somali.19 
However, the President acted above the constitution and the law of the country, he 
assigned himself constitutional powers and ruled by decrees. Understood within the 
cultural context, the president had become the great patriarch, father of every Somali 
family and of the nation, patron of the sovereign Republic of Somalia, and in charge of its 
security.  
 
The absence of a clear political perspective and the contradictions inherent in the 
orientation of the scientific -socialist revolution undermined the government’s 
modernisation programme. The practice of recruitment to public service positions on clan 
criteria and ‘tribal up-starts’ further reinforced the clan-client system. 20 The military 
government’s choice of coercive methods to settle political and social conflict acted as a 
catalyst for the escalation of generalised armed conflict from 1989.  
 
Prior to the coup d’état in 1969, civilian governments in Somalia used clan-democracy as a 
political framework for the settlement of political conflict and the military was under 
civilian administration. From October 1969 onwards, the military government established a 
Revolutionary Supreme Council and later the Somali Revolutionary Socialist Party as the 
political framework for conflict regulation in Somalia. Whereas clan-democracy was 
constitutional, and the government structure ensured clan parity in parliament, the military 
government appointed military officers to positions in the ruling council and in the party 
leadership. The clan-democracy model prevented the generalisation of government crises 
or conflicts in the army, expressed as inter-clan rivalries and confrontations.  
 
The political system adopted by the Somali governments between 1960 and 1969 was a 
clan-based parliamentary multiparty democratic system. This model of democracy was 
used to prevent civil war and to ensure political stability. Clanpolitics as a political system 
was institutionalised and clan-democracy acted as a framework for dialogue and non-
violent conflict management and resolution. Representatives of the different clan 
constituencies were expected to identify the priority needs of their populations and 
include them in government programmes. The economic, social and cultural policies 
formulated by the government therefore, reflected the needs and aspirations of the 
people.  

                                                 
18 1975 was the international women’s year declared by the United Nations. President Barre introduced 
this law in favour of women as part of his government campaign to improve the international credibility 
of his government. 
19 The 1960 national Constitution emphasised Islam as the religion of the state (Art. 3), and freedom of 
worship (Art. 31), but the constitution in force was a modified version which excluded Islam as a doctrine 
and the principle source of law (Torrenzano 1995: 39). 
20 Tribal upstarts are public officers recruited on the basis of clan affinity and loyalty to the government 
rather than on merit (Ramsbotham & Woodhouse 1998: 194). 
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Table 2: Parliamentary clan-democracy (1960 – 1975): Cabinet Positions by Clan (Lewis 
1980: 221) 
 
Number of Cabinet 
Positions 

1960 1966 1967 1969 1975 

Darod 6 6 6 6 10 
Hawiye  4 3 4 5 4 
Isaaq  2 3 4 5 4 
Digil and Rahanweyn  2 3 3 2 0 
Dir  0 1 1 0 2 
Total  14 16 18 18 20 

 
Table 2 indicates the number of cabinet ministers according to clan representation criteria 
and multi-party democracy. Between 1960 and 1969, the number of cabinet officers from 
the Darod clan did not change. The number of cabinet officers from the Hawiye clan varied 
between three and five during the same period. The number of cabinet officers from the 
Isaaq clan increased from two in 1960 to five in 1969. There were two cabinet officers 
from the Digil and Rahanwein clan coalition in 1960, the number increased to three in 1966 
and 1967 but was reduced to none in 1975. The Dir clan was the least represented in 
government. In contrast, the Darod clan maintained a dominant position in government; 
there were ten Darod cabinet ministers in 1975.  
 
In 1960 the first Somali Republic and government was formed, Adan Abdulle Isman of the 
Hawiye clan was elected President of the Republic; the President was a non-executive 
Head of State. Mr. Abd ar-Rashid Ali-Shirmarke (Darod) was appointed Prime Minister.  
 
In 1966 the second Somali Republic was formed. Mr. Adan Abdulle Isman was re-elected 
president, and he appointed Mr Abd ar-Razaq Igal Haji Hussein (Darod) as Prime Minister of 
the Second Republic. One year later, in 1967, the third Somali Republic was formed, led by 
Abd ar-Rashid Ali Shirmarke as President and Muhammed Haji Ibrahim Igal, (Isaaq) from 
Somaliland as Prime Minister. 
 
In March 1969, the electoral process resulted in the re-election of Mr. Abd ar-Rashid Ali 
Shirmarke (Hawiye clan), as President and Mohammad Haji Ibrahim Igal was re-appointed 
Prime Minister. The President had been re-elected three times; the constitutional mandate 
of two terms had not been respected nor the interval for cabinet changes. The lack of 
respect for the constitution undermined its use as a framework and code of political 
conduct. The President used cabinet reshuffles as a strategy to manage the political 
conflict and government crisis. The practice undermined state authority and government 
credibility, provoked division within the army and served as a catalyst for generating the 
conflict.  
 
Table 3: Clan-democracy and government structure (1960 -1991) 
 

Year 
 

1960-1966 1966-1967 1967-1969 1969-1991 

President Adan Abdulle 
Isman 

Adan Abdulle 
Isman 

Adan Abdulle Isman Gen. Siad 
Barre 

Prime 
Minister 

Abd ar-Rashid 
Ali-Shirmarke 

Abd ar-Razaq 
Igal Haji 
Hussein 

Muhammed Haji 
Ibrahim Igal, 

Vice-
President 
Jama Ali 
Korshell 

President Hawiye Hawiye Hawiye Marehan 
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Prime 
Minister 

Darod Darod Isaaq  

 
The political power-sharing model was such that the president came from the Hawiye clan 
and the Prime Minister was either from the Darod and Isaaq clans. 
 
Conclusion 
The mode of operation of ethnopolitics and clanpolitics in the African context are similar, 
both are based on tribal allegiance. The experiences in Somalia have revealed that when 
political majority is equated to clan demographic  majority and when cultural patriotism is 
emphasised rather than civic identity and a republican state founded on the respect of 
human rights and democratic principles, conflict resolution and violence prevention require 
an alternative framework. Clanpolitics and the Somali model of clan-democracy are a 
challenge to the concept of democracy as government of the majority. Clan-democracy as 
a conflict regulation framework encouraged a selective application of democratic 
principles, for example the organisation of elections and the policy of constituency 
representation. Considering that elections and votes were influenced by clan allegiance, 
clanpolitics was a factor of conflict and not its solution.  
 
Somalia is an example in Africa where the social category ‘ethnic ’ has been replaced by 
the ‘clan’. It is by definition a culturally homogeneous nation-state. The clan is the unit of 
political and social mobilisation and organisation, under normal circumstances, shared 
cultural values, traditions and customs as well as language are the basis for unity and 
social cohesion. On the contrary, the dynamics of the armed conflict between 1990 and 
1997 revealed the negative potential of exclusive affirmations of clan identity, clan 
allegiance and non-civic patriotism in politics, to be menaces to the creation of a stable 
civic state or civil society. The clan-based political factions and armies undermined the 
conflict resolution processes initiated by the Somalis and the international community.  
 
The dynamics of state building and the modernisation process introduced in 1970s, which 
required the ability to manage the internal and external affairs of Somalia posed two 
conceptual challenges. First, overcoming the conceptual opposition between clan and 
civic identity. Second, promoting the concept of inclusive identity, using a wider African 
identity framework. As we have seen, Islam as a common religious identity was not useful 
in preventing civil war. In the African cultural context, identity is the individual’s definition 
of self, conception of membership and allegiance to symbolic social, cultural, political and 
territorial units. Therefore, identity is continuous and cannot be defined in rigid terms, it 
has been constructed in relation to a group and with reference to land. This means that 
the issue of land is important in conflict resolution and the prevention of state collapse. 
 
The conflict in Somalia has confirmed the role of five interrelated issues of identity 
participation (clan, religious); (democracy, political system) distribution; (management of 
economic resource) legitimacy (authority of government over the national territory) and 
state building and governance penetration (extent of authority on population) 
 
The frequent cabinet reshuffles in the 1970s and the democratisation process introduced 
by President Barre in the mid-1980s as a government crisis resolution strategy, 
demonstrated that democracy is more than the organisation of elections. It is a culture of 
governance, a long term process, which entails wider political participation, definition of a 
political programme which responds to the needs of the population, creation or revival of 
institutions, freedom of expression of different view points and mechanisms for non-violent 
regulation of conflict. The experience confirms the argument that freedom and respect for 
human rights and democratic principles are the conditions for equal citizenship, 
development and peace. 
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A sustainable democratic political system cannot be based on impunity or punishment 
decided by military courts in an arbitrary manner. In theory, sustainable democracy 
indicators include freedom of speech, freedom to vote for change of government, an 
independent justice system, equality among citizens and a military structure whose line of 
command comes through a civilian government. The establishment of social and political 
institutions and their normal functioning should promote civic values and civil society, 
tolerance and state-civil-military relations of co-operation. In addition, disputes and 
conflict between citizens and groups should be resolved through open and prescribed 
procedures which everyone understands and which can offer redress. 
 
The prevention of the recurrence of conflict, political crisis and civil war in Somalia 
required a policy of multicultural education for two reasons. First, because the state has 
to guarantee the survival of all its citizens, to produce and reproduce citizens and to 
ensure that the particular clan identities coexist within an inclusive political system and 
with a more inclusive identity. A more general identity is required to overcome clanpolitics 
as a factor of conflict and to promote understanding of the various paradigms. In this 
context, education for responsible citizenship, democratic principles, human rights, 
tolerance and coexistence are necessary. Civic values and relevant Somali cultural values 
should be articulated in a coherent manner in order to ensure social cohesion and political 
stability. Non-African experiences have demonstrated in history how societies that 
emphasise civic education have been able to develop and sustain stable civic states.  
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Collective Identities: From the Politics of Inclusion to the Politics of Ethnicity and 
Difference∗ 
Anna Cento Bull, University of Bath 
 
Introduction 
There is now a vast literature on the Lega Nord, covering its electoral constituencies, its 
policies, and its leader, to its ideology, its populism, the role it played in helping to bring 
down the Italian First Republic, and the massive influence it has had in shaping the 
political agenda for the last decade. It may seem, therefore, that there is very little left to 
say about this party which has not been covered elsewhere. Nevertheless, if we start 
from the premise that the Lega Nord can only be properly understood by analyzing the 
interplay between three different dimensions, that is to say, an industrial periphery, a 
collective identity and a social movement/political party, then there is still a considerable 
way to go before we understand what has been going on in Italy in recent times. 
 
There has been a tendency to take into consideration only two of the above dimensions 
when addressing and analyzing the Lega Nord. On the one hand, there is the 
constructivist approach, which has studied the Lega primarily as a nationalist movement 
claiming to represent a new nation, Padania, or at least as a populist cum regionalist party 
able to invent a northern Italian ‘ethnicity’. Along these lines we can place the works of 
Biorcio (1997), Schmidtke (1996) and Tambini (2001). The emphasis has been placed upon 
the ability of the party to construct a collective identity around ethnicity/nationalism out 
of a series of symbolic markers which have found a resonance with the electorate. As 
Tambini (2001: 127) put it: ‘The case of the League illustrates how identity constructions 
are indeed crucial to mobilising successful protest, and also that these identity 
constructions use existing and latent resources’. Within this theoretical framework, the 
electorate is seen primarily as made up of different constituent groups which have proved 
responsive to Lega discourse, including small entrepreneurs, young people, people with 
‘localist’ feelings of attachment, etc. These scholars therefore emphasized the 
construction of an ethnic nationalist discourse on the part of a new populist political party 
which managed to attract the support of a large part of the northern electorate. They 
also argued that there existed a close identification between the party and its supporters 
and militants, which was ritualized and constantly reaffirmed through symbols, images, 
slogans, metaphors, etc.  
 
This way of looking at the Lega Nord is legitimate and interesting, but it is not 
unproblematic, because it leaves out a third element which, as I have often argued, 
throws considerable light on the timing and the reasons for the emergence of ethnicity as 
a salient collective identity. This third element is the socio-economic constituency which 
turned out to vote en masse for the Lega in certain areas of Italy at specific times, and 
which was not simply a passive and willing recipient of Lega populist cum nationalist 
discourse. This was a constituency which had already started to mobilize in socio-political 
terms even before it did so in electoral terms (Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001). In other 
words, here was a constituency experiencing collective feelings of grievance, and even 
rage, which could be constructed in terms of a collective identity. Some scholars have 
addressed the Lega phenomenon primarily from this angle (especially Diamanti 1993, 1996; 
also Cento Bull 1992 and 1993; Torpey 1994; Woods 1995), but they have tended to play 
down the ethnicity aspect. In other words, they have linked a specific socio-territorial 
constituency to the rise and popularity of the Lega Nord, looking primarily at the policies 
put forward by the party, such as lower taxes, federalism and privatizations, but also to 
an extent underestimating the role played by the construction of ethnicity in the process, 
or relegating it to an early phase of the party’s development. I am wary to call this the 
essentialist approach, mainly because I concur with Castells (1997: 29) that ‘however 
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attractive the influential notion of “imagined communities” may be, it is either obvious or 
empirically inadequate. Obvious for a political scientist if it is to say that all feelings of 
belonging, all worshipping of icons, is culturally constructed’. Nevertheless, this is only 
part of the explanation as ‘nationalism is indeed culturally, and politically, constructed, but 
what really matters, both theoretically and practically, is for all identities, how, from what, 
by whom, and for what it is constructed’ (Castells 1997: 32). Granted that Padania is an 
invented nation, in whose interests, from what symbolic materials and to what end was it 
constructed?  
 
To answer these questions it will be necessary to take into consideration one last 
element, namely the existence, throughout the post-war period, of two ideologies, the 
Catholic and the communist, which also acted as territorial political subcultures in two 
areas of Italy. Generally speaking, interpretations of the Lega Nord revolving around 
nationalist discourse have tended to ignore the relevance of these subcultures (and their 
relative decline) in accounting for the party’s identity construction and its success as an 
‘ethnic entrepreneur’, according to the definition coined by Türsan (1998: 1). One 
important exception is that of Biorcio (1997), who linked the collective identity evoked and 
politicized by the Lega Nord to the particularistic and localistic values associated with a 
geographical area of Italy. Interpretations centred around a specific territorial 
constituency as the backbone of Lega support have, by contrast, largely incorporated an 
analysis of pre-existing political subcultures, with their established shared practices and 
values, as well as ready-made repertoires of images and symbols (Diamanti 1993 and 
1996; Cento Bull 1996; Messina 1998). 
 
In this article I will endeavour to consider the relationship between all three (indeed four) 
dimensions, and explain why, in my view, a specific territorial and socio-economic 
constituency found itself represented politically by the Lega Nord via the construction of 
an ethnic identity. To put it differently, to what extent and why did the Lega Nord have 
to construct a collective identity based on ethnicity in order to represent a particular 
electoral constituency? I will then attempt to discuss the implications for Italian politics of 
the construction of a collective identity built explicitly around exclusion and difference. 
 
Defining Collective Identity and Ethnicity 
Let me start with a definition of ‘collective identities’ and of ‘ethnicity’. Collective identities 
can be defined as constituted by a shared and interactive sense of ‘we-ness’ (anchored in 
real or ‘imagined’ or ‘simulated’ attributes and experiences) associated with a collective 
agency. Collective identities are fluid and adaptive in order to achieve political recognition, 
legitimacy or other specific aims. In terms of content, collective identities can be 
constructed around specific traits which are seen to distinguish one group from another: 
language, ideology, class, ethnicity or religion.  
 
The definition of ethnicity is similar to that of nationalism: it is generally defined in terms 
of a set of criteria, including a common religion, common ancestry, shared cultural values, 
shared history, a shared sense of ‘we-ness’. However, according to Keating (2001: 5), 
ethnicity and nationalism are not the same thing: ‘most ethnic groups do not identify 
themselves as nations or make claims for territorial self-government. Most nations, in turn, 
comprise several different ethnic groups’. Specifically, Keating argues that ethnic politics 
can take different forms, the integrative, the particularist, and the disintegrative.  
 

The integrative mode involves excluded ethnic groups making claims based upon 
common citizenship […] The particularist mode involves groups making claims to 
distinct treatment, based on their shared characteristics; this is the basis of much 
contemporary identity politics. The disintegrative mode involves groups making claims 
for self-determination, possibly including their own state. […] There is a connection 
between ethnicity and nationalism but it is at best contingent and not necessary. It 
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applies only to one type of ethnic politics and one mode of nation-building. (Keating 
2001: 5) 

 
A collective identity constructed around ethnicity emphasizes cultural difference and 
exclusion. In terms of content, therefore, it contrasts sharply with a collective identity 
based, say, on class, which is inclusive and universalist because its main criteria for 
belonging is through acquired social status, or ideology, which is also inclusive because 
one only needs to subscribe to it to feel that one belongs. Ethnicity appears to have 
become more prominent and more salient than other collective identities in contemporary 
societies (Cordell 1999). Among the factors which have been identified for this 
phenomenon are political instability and transition, especially linked to regime change 
(Ishiyama and Breuning 1998), a growing perception of state failure (Payton 1999), a 
collective sense of grievance (Cordell 1999), the end of the Cold War and the collapse of 
communism (Kupchan 1995), and globalization (Michnik 1996). 
 
In the Italian case, collective identities constructed around class, religion and ideology 
used to play a major part in both society and politics. With the rise of the Lega Nord, a 
new collective identity constructed around ethnicity emerged. It is this shift, its 
significance, and its legacy which I wish to analyse in the remaining sections. 
 
Constructing Ethnicity in Italy 
Before the rise of the Lega Nord, Italian politics was marked by the salience of two 
dominant ideologies, Catholicism and socialism/communism, each of which was also linked 
to specific territorial constituencies. On the one hand, the northeastern region was 
characterized by the dominant presence of Catholicism and of the Christian Democratic 
Party; on the other hand, the central region saw the predominance of the communist 
ideology and of the Italian Communist Party. Each ideology viewed the other as the 
enemy; in addition, they both viewed liberalism and to an extent capitalism also as 
enemies. Collective identities were constructed in these regions around perceived common 
markers: a common enemy, community-based trust, low social polarization, and distinct 
traits compared to the rest of Italy (to which I shall return). Despite the fact that the 
content of the collective territorial identity was ideological, the process of identity 
construction was remarkably similar to that of ethnicity. Indeed, a social anthropologist, 
Shore (1993), applied the concept of ethnicity to the communist subculture in central 
Italy, in a study which predated the rise of the Lega Nord in the northeastern region, and 
came to the conclusion that communist identity in this region could be equated to a form 
of ethnicity. The distinction between Us and Them, the attribution of common positive 
cultural values and traits to Us and opposite negative traits to Them, the identification of 
a common enemy, the construction of a common ancestry based on Marxist thinkers and 
revolutionary leaders, were all cited by Shore as indicative of a process of identity 
construction akin to that of ethnicity. Although the similarity applies primarily to the 
construction process itself, rather than to its result, there was also an element of 
essentialism at play, in that the resulting identity tended to be perceived as pertaining to 
a particular set of people. Shore (1993) also mentioned the fact that references to 
locality and the use of local-territorial symbols were present in the communist identity, 
even though these aspects were not emphasized. In other words, being a communist and 
being from certain regions of Italy was often presented and/or perceived as synonymous 
and coterminous. At the anecdotal level, I can recall when Catholics referred to people 
from Emilia-Romagna as mangiapreti (priest-eaters) or, conversely, when communists 
referred to people in the Veneto as bigotti (bigots, or parochial church-goers). The 
markers used to categorize each area were ideological, but the act of categorization itself 
applied to territorial, ethnicized communities. 
To an extent, therefore, if we are to accept Shore’s analysis, the Communist Party in 
some areas of Italy was an ethnic entrepreneur, albeit involuntarily, but it certainly did not 
fight for a political project based on an ethnic struggle. Rather, it addressed collective 
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grievances in terms of class exploitation. The collective-territorial identity built around 
class was used as a resource to be spent on the national political stage. It produced 
‘symbolic capital’ which, together with social capital, allowed the socialists, and later the 
communists, to wrest concessions from the state and to obtain political power at local 
and regional level. In the end, these two types of capital – symbolic and social – combined 
to produce real capital with the result that a capitalist society and economy organized 
around small and medium sized firms emerged in central Italy. Here lies the paradox of the 
communist subculture which continued to dominate certain regions of Italy even when 
small-scale, diffused entrepreneurship became the dominant socio-economic mode. To an 
extent therefore it can be said that, despite the content of the collective identity (in this 
case strongly based on anti-capitalism) appearing to be in contradiction with the new 
social reality, voters and residents in the central regions did not see it fit to replace their 
traditional values (and political party) with new ones. The reasons for the persistence of a 
left subculture in these regions still need to be properly assessed, but the more pro-active 
and efficient role played by local government institutions in supporting economic 
development and sustaining political socialization appears to have been an important 
factor.  
 
In the Northeast, in contrast to central Italy, the content of the collective identity did 
change and was reconstructed explicitly around ethnicity by the Lega Nord. Why did this 
happen? To answer this question, we have to consider a series of factors, relating to both 
structure and agency. In terms of structure, the most important factor was the political 
crisis of the Italian state which coincided with a time when many northeastern 
manufacturing firms were being integrated into a global economy and were having to face 
increased economic competition and increased pressure to reduce costs and improve 
efficiency. The crisis of the state, coupled with the traditional inefficiency of state 
administration and state bureaucracy and a burgeoning state deficit, created a situation in 
which a sense of collective grievance and self-victimization developed. Many people in the 
northeastern region, especially small entrepreneurs, artisans, the self-employed, but also 
anybody working in the private sector, began to harbour strong feelings of discontent, and 
even rage, towards the state for its inadequacies, its high taxes, its perceived 
indifference to their needs for greater efficiency. The state was perceived as an entity 
which was redistributing resources away from them (to the South or to sustain a corrupt 
political class) and failing to provide services to them. The state was also perceived as a 
hindrance to, rather than a facilitator of, links between the local and the global economy. 
In this context, the state lost legitimacy in the eyes of many voters. As Massimo Cacciari 
(2000), the centre-left ex-Mayor of Venice, put it to me in an interview, many people who 
started to vote for the Lega Nord in Lombardy and the Veneto felt unrepresented at the 
political level and victimized by the state. As he put it, their position can be summed up in 
the famous slogan at the time of the American Revolution: ‘No taxation without 
representation’. This is why the Lega Nord has been associated with a form of anti-statist 
protest, which was indeed an important component of Lega discourse. However, anti-
statism and protest against taxation went hand in hand, already in the early days of the 
Lega, with federalism, i.e., with the idea of a federal restructuring of the state coupled 
with greater regional autonomy. This is where, in my view, ethnicity in its ‘disintegrative’ 
mode comes in. 
 
To sum up, in the 1980s and 1990s Italy’s traditional subcultures experienced a different 
trajectory. In central Italy, the structure and content of identity stayed the same, so the 
political agenda also remained unchanged. In the Northeast, in contrast, the existing 
identity structure remained, but its content changed due to new socio-economic and 
political circumstances, and as a consequence the political agenda changed as well. 
Santambrogio (2001) recently argued that a distinction needs to be made between a 
political ideology and a political subculture. A subculture seeks to be accommodated within 
the wider shared parameters of a common culture, whereas an ideology tends to be 
conflictual and to present itself as a radical alternative to an existing society. As he 
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stated, ‘with reference to the recent history of our country […] it is correct to speak of a 
Catholic and a communist political subculture, in so far as neither thought of placing itself 
outside a common framework’ (Santambrogio 2001: 71). According to him, what 
characterizes a subculture is precisely a collective identity which is conceptualized as 
being within a social space shared by other social groups, for instance within a common 
democratic framework, or indeed a nation-state (ibid.). It could be argued, therefore, that 
the communist and Catholic collective identities acted as a form of ethnicity in the 
‘integrative’ and the ‘particularist’ modes, as defined by Keating. In other words, the two 
collective identities (subcultures) acted to accommodate, within a common state, groups 
that had felt excluded from, or aggrieved by it. In the case of the Lega Nord, there was a 
clear shift towards the ‘disintegrative’ mode of ethnicity, requiring a much more 
exclusionary form of identity construction.  
 
Transforming Subcultural into Ethnic Markers 
The construction of ethnicity on the part of the Lega Nord was to an extent relatively 
easy: all the markers of difference had been present in the old Catholic subculture even 
though they had not been symbolically charged. When Gilberto Oneto (1997), defender of 
an exclusive ethnic identity in his book L’invenzione della Padania, was asked why the Lega 
was strongest in those areas where the DC had also been strongest, he replied, ‘Because 
the DC in Padania was rich in localistic values, values which never reached the top of the 
party’ (quoted in Rumiz 1997: 134). What Bossi had to do was to give symbolic charge to 
these markers and to build up a sense of ‘we-ness’ which deliberately excluded other parts 
of Italy.  
 
One of Bossi’s intuitions was that he could use the socio-economic model of development 
typical of the Northeast as a unique model to be branded in contrast to the South and 
even to other northern areas. In this he was not alone. Several sociologists and 
economists had pointed to the small-business model of development typical of central and 
northeast Italy as a specific form of capitalism. In 1977, when he published Tre Italie, 
Bagnasco had distinguished between three Italies, the underdeveloped South, the 
Northwest, whose economy was based on large-scale industry, and the Northeast and 
Centre (Third Italy), which had industrialized in the 1960s and 1970s on the basis of small 
family firms, small towns and villages, and agglomerations of industrial districts. In his book 
Fragmented Societies, Mingione (1991), taking Bagnasco’s famous study on the three 
Italies as a starting point, argues that these three economic systems were qualitatively 
different and distinct from each other – they did not represent different stages of 
capitalist development but different capitalist systems, which were not integrated and 
which the state had some difficulty keeping together.  
 
The socio-cultural characteristics of the Third Italy, according to both sociologists and 
economists, are as follows: strong kinship ties, weakly polarized society, small and flexible 
firms, a strong sense of diffused trust fostered by the persistence of kinship and friendship 
ties and face-to-face familiarity, use of dialect, etc. These characteristics, commonly 
associated with positive social capital (Putnam 1993, Cento Bull 2000), were emphasized 
and turned into ethnic markers by the Lega Nord.  
 
Ancestry, which, apart from the city-states, was primarily restricted to the North, was 
conceptualised by the Lega emphasizing a traditional rural society, viewed with nostalgia. 
The whole of Italy shares this ancestry, of course, but for the Lega it coincided with a 
specific rural society which was again restricted to the North, i.e., a society and a 
landscape marked by the silk industry, cocoon rearing and the cultivation of mulberry 
trees. As Bossi wrote in 1992, referring to an emblematic episode in his childhood during 
the Second World War, ‘We were gathered in the farmyard, all of us in the family, taking 
the leaves out of the corn cobs. It often happened to spend an evening like this, all 
together, to hear the stories told by our old people, or to talk about the season, or the 
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countryside, or the simple life of the village […] I seem to recall the scene: the old people 
[…] were sitting in a circle, we the children were crouching down; my mother was talking. 
We were talking of the cocoons, the ones my uncle had piled up in a corner with the 
leaves torn from mulberry trees. Our last word was in fact silk. [Then the bombs started 
to fall].’ (Bossi 1992: 7) In the rallies and gatherings of the Lega Nord in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, supporters used to dress in traditional peasant costumes and sang 
folksongs dealing with life in the silk mills (filande).  
 
The reference to a rural world strongly shaped by silk industrialization was also indicative 
of the fact that the ‘imagined community’ constructed by the Lega in the early years 
coincided with a sub-area of the North, that is, with the Catholic subculture. Silk 
industrialization, in fact, was restricted largely to the subalpine arc: it was an economy 
and a society dominated culturally and politically by the Catholic Church and the Catholic 
movement. By contrast, the socialist areas of the Po Valley had a rural economy which 
revolved around rice, cattle and wheat production, with different land-tenure systems. In 
his book La secessione leggera, Rumiz (1997) identified very vividly the territorial limits of 
the Lega’s ethnic identity when he pointed out that the river Po, far from symbolizing the 
unity of the North, actually marked its internal divisions. As he pointed out, people in the 
Po Valley often remarked that living south of the river meant a lot of different things, 
including different politics. To a large extent they were also against Rome, nevertheless 
here ‘the Alps are far away, there are no bigots tied to the priest’s tunic and the church 
tower […] and here we pay taxes, all of them, because schools and hospitals work well’ 
(Rumiz 1997: 96) 
 
As far as shared values were concerned, Bossi insistently talked of the work ethic, the 
propensity to save, the frugality of northern people, especially Lombard people, and again 
linked these values historically both to a rural society in which every member of the family 
worked either on the land or in silk mills, and to the small-scale industrialization of the 
post-war period. In this way he kept referring to a set of values which were seen as 
having developed among a specific sub-national community sharing a common past and a 
common future. In other words, these values were projected onto the past and into the 
future, constructing an imagined community with a common destiny.  
 
The common enemies that the Lega emphasized were the centralist state and immigration. 
Anti-statism, as Messina (1998) pointed out, had also been a trait previously associated 
with the Catholic subculture. Conversely, in those days Europe was still seen as an ally, as 
was globalization. The enemy was also the South, a construction which presents 
interesting aspects, because it reinforced and gave voice to the anti-statist mood of rage 
in the Northeast. The South was constructed as an enemy not only because it drained 
resources from the North, but because southerners had managed to conquer and control 
the central state and were using it to foster their own interests and not those of the 
productive North. The Lega pointed out that most administrative personnel and most 
representatives of the political class of the DC and PSI were from the South. While in the 
North people had been more interested in making money and creating enterprises, in the 
South they had looked towards the state and had succeeded in penetrating state 
institutions in force, governing the country in a way which diverted resources to a 
parasitic southern economy and socio-political class and which tolerated high levels of 
inefficiency and waste. If political unification had symbolized the dominance of the more 
progressive North, the Italian First Republic had ended sanctioning the dominance of the 
corrupt and backward South. In this state of affairs, the North withdrew its consent to be 
ruled by the state (in its centralist mode) and refused to recognize its legitimacy. As 
Savelli put it (1992: 10) in a book written to explain and popularize the programme and 
ideas of the Lega Nord,  

 
The fiscal system […] subtracts resources from the productive part of the country, 
not in order to organize and manage the necessary public services, but to 
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distribute them to the non-productive part, so as to gain its consensus as well as 
an income for itself.  

 
The instrument for this appropriation is the centralist state in which a political class 
which is less and less expression of civic society and more and more oligarchical, a 
true nomenklatura […] has gradually taken on ever wider tasks, ending up 
managing more than half of the national product. From an economic point of view, 
this system has lost by now any functionality: by constantly increasing public 
taxation, it is destroying the very sources of the wealth which is needed to 
support the assisted part of the country. 

 
Finally, if the state and the South were the enemies, in the early days the EU and 
globalization were allies (today they are the new enemies). The construction of ethnicity 
and anti-statism went hand in hand with the acceptance of a supra-national entity and of 
a global economy. The reasons for this were a belief in a future ‘Europe of the Regions’ as 
opposed to a Europe of nation-states, and the belief that the Northeast as a region was 
already competing successfully in the global economy and would emerge as a winner on 
the international scene. From this point of view, the mood was optimistic: once it got rid 
of the central state, the North would prosper in economic terms. This vision of the world 
helps us understand the construction of a collective identity revolving around difference 
and exclusion, in contrast to previous collective identities constructed around equality and 
inclusion. Difference not only justified severing links with the state but also competing 
independently in the global economy as a winner, doing away with the protection of the 
state. In short, the central state was rejected because it drained resources from the 
North, governed in the interests of the South, failed to provide the necessary services to 
the North, and finally because the protection from the outside world it traditionally offered 
was no longer needed. Military protection and political stability could come from NATO and 
the EU, and economic protection was rejected in favour of global competition. 
 
All the above factors coincide largely with those listed in the introduction to this article 
and identified in the literature as producing a fertile terrain upon which, in both eastern 
and western Europe, new collective actors were able to construct an ethnic identity and a 
nationalist politics. With specific reference to Castells’s (1997) identification of the key 
questions that need to be addressed to account for the revival of collective identites, 
what has been said above helps to explain ‘how, from what, by whom’ the construction 
and politicization of ethnicity took place in Italy in the late 1980s and early 1990s. One 
question, however, remains: ‘for what’ was it constructed? 
 
To What End the Politics of Ethnicity? 
The rise and success of the Lega Nord have often been attributed primarily to economic 
reasons, as an example of the ‘secession of the affluent’, a term coined by the American 
scholar J. Torpey in 1994. As he wrote, ‘Culture, usually the aqua vitae of group 
identification, takes a decided back seat to economics in the preoccupations of the 
Northern League and its supporters’ (Torpey 1994: 314). As for ethnicity, ‘insistence on 
the ethnic and cultural dimensions of conflict within and between states diverts our 
attention from the possible economic sources of nationalist, irredentist, and secessionist 
strivings’ (ibid.: 313). He went on to compare the Lega to the tax revolt movement in 
California in the 1970s, adding that this parallel ‘suggests that the “secession of the 
affluent” need not take exclusively territorial forms. It has been expressed this way in 
Italy simply because the affluent happen to inhabit a particular region of the country’ 
(ibid.: 314f.).  
 
With the added benefit of hindsight, this interpretation had several weaknesses. First, it 
failed to recognize that the Lega was strong in areas previously dominated by a Catholic 
collective identity. In this way, the presence of a whole range of potential symbolic 
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markers which could be constructed as ethnic went undetected. Second, it did not 
address the question of why economic grievances had found an outlet in ethnicity and 
nationalism as opposed to other forms of identity. Finally, it overlooked the connection 
between the construction of difference, anti-statism and regional autonomy. Yet there is 
an important difference between a tax revolt which is directed at the state in recognition 
of the power of the state to favour different social groups and electoral constituencies 
and therefore to lower taxes, and a tax revolt which refuses to accept that the state has 
the right to impose taxes in the first place. In the former case, there may well be what 
Torpey calls the rejection of the obligation towards a shared well-being that is implicit in 
the idea of national belonging but it is a rejection aimed at a redistribution of power within 
the national framework; in the latter case, it is a rejection implying exit from, rather than 
voice within the state.  
 
Whereas in Italy the old collective identities constructed around ideologies based on class 
or religion were used as resources to wrest concessions from the state, a state seen as 
the main repository of power and distributor of material goods, a collective identity 
constructed around ethnicity can be used for a political project which effectively rejects 
the legitimacy of the state and fights for gaining autonomy from the state as opposed to 
gaining representation within the state. Unless the construction of a collective identity 
emphasizes uniqueness, distinctiveness, separateness and difference, a political agenda 
focussed on political autonomy is hardly credible.  
 
The Lega’s goal, therefore, was self-determination. By this I mean ‘a legal arrangement 
that gives a group independent status or expanded powers within a federal state’ (Philpott 
1998: 81). Although some scholars add consociationalism to the institutional options 
available to groups seeking self-determination (e.g., Moore 1998), this was precisely the 
political settlement the Lega was fighting against and wanted to dismantle. The Italian 
polity, in fact, was characterized by a high degree of consociationalism throughout the 
period of the First Republic, and the Lega made it clear that the system had been 
responsible for spiralling debts, the exploitation of the productive North and the 
‘bankruptcy’ of the state. Consociationalism and ‘partyocracy’ were identified by the Lega 
with a form of state, hence the party’s adoption of an alternative form of state as both a 
means and an end to its politics. Bossi realized, however, that the creation of an ethnic 
identity was a necessary prerequisite for any claims to self-determination. As Nevola 
(1998) made clear, claiming to form a separate ethnic group or nation is not by any means 
a sufficient condition for acquiring the right to self-determination, but it is nonetheless a 
necessary one. It is not a coincidence that those European countries which have 
introduced a federal or quasi-federal system, among them Belgium, Spain and Great 
Britain, have done so under pressure from sub-state nationalist movements and in 
recognition of forming a multi-national entity. In other words, ethnicity provided the 
justification for attacking consociationalism and replacing it with a federal state. However, 
it could only be used for this purpose if, to use Keating’s definition, it took on a 
disintegrative mode. According to Keating, as we saw, it is only in this mode that ethnicity 
produces separatist nationalism, which helps explain the subsequent invention of Padania 
on the part of the Lega.  
 
The links between ethnicity and federalism were clearly established by the leaders of the 
party in the early 1990s. At the first Party Congress of the newly-formed Lega Nord, held 
at Pieve Emanuele, near Milan, in 1991, Umberto Bossi argued openly that the peoples of 
the North were being exploited by the ethnic dominance of southerners in public 
administration and the government, and concluded that this required a drastic change. As 
he put it, the centralist state was an expression of ‘ethnic prevarication’ (Lega Nord 
1991). This point was taken up at the same congress by Francesco Enrico Speroni, who 
affirmed that there was in Italy a ‘Southern ethnic egemony’, thanks to which southerners 
had come to control state institutions and in the long run had determined a socio-political-
economic disequilibrium between the different regions (Lega Nord 1991). More importantly 
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in the context of the present discussion, Bossi in his intervention explicitly rejected what 
he called a ‘defensive’ ethnonationalism bent on making claims to distinct treatment for a 
particular group and asserted that ‘the ethnonationalism that we propose was not and did 
not seek to be a defensive philosophy, but a tool for attacking the centralism of the state’ 
(Lega Nord 1991).  
 
The ethnic aspect was played down in the electoral programme agreed upon a year later, 
even though there were still references to the different communities of peoples which 
made up the Italian peninsula. However, the ethnic prevarication of one part of the 
peninsula upon another was turned, with a more neutral choice of words, into ‘the way in 
which the current regime, inspired by anti-industrial concepts and in pursuit of clientelist 
interests, exercises the government of the res publica’ (Lega Nord 1992: 4). The emphasis 
was strongly on the need to reduce the huge public deficit and to make political parties 
and institutions more accountable to their electorates and more responsible in the way 
they spent their resources. Nevertheless, it was clear that federalism was in fact 
conceived as a form of state which would impose ‘northern values’, based upon a work 
ethic, a rather crude understanding of solidarity, private enterprise, and law and order. 
 
If we agree that there was a close link between the construction of an ethnic identity, 
the fight against consociationalism and the federalist political agenda of the Lega, then we 
should view ethnicity as an integral part of the Lega project. This appears to contradict 
the view that the party went through an ‘ethnic ’ phase in the early 1990s, which was 
later replaced by the construction of a less exclusionary collective identity, ‘far more 
flexible and open to frame realignment’ (Ruzza and Schmidtke 1996: 201). In this view, the 
Lega experienced, in other words, a ‘transition from a culturally essentialist to a relativist 
position’ (Ruzza and Schmidtke 1996: 203). I believe that this is true, but only in the 
sense that when the Lega tried to broaden its electoral appeal from 1992 onwards, it 
played down those ethnic markers which clearly evoked an ‘imagined community’ restricted 
to an area previously dominated by the Catholic subculture. Later, when the party 
invented Padania, it had to reconcile the symbols and values generally associated with the 
Catholic subculture with those associated with the communist one, a task which required 
a dilution of the previously constructed ethnic content and which in the end proved 
impossible to achieve. The Lega’s critique of the centralist state, however, continued to 
be based upon an ethnicized view of Italy as divided into distinct and discrete peoples.  
 
To conclude, the construction of an ethnic identity based on a unique community of fate 
whose goal was self-determination (as defined above), was necessary to give coherence 
and legitimacy to a political project whose main tenets were regional autonomy, the 
rejection of the role of the central state, especially its right to impose taxes in the name 
of national solidarity, and the acceptance of globalization as open competition producing 
winners and losers. The emphasis on ascriptive difference justified the rejection of the 
principle of national solidarity because this is based upon the notion of a unitary 
community sharing a common space and common interests beyond any differences of 
class, religion, language etc. In this context, it is not very useful to separate culture from 
economics. While it is true that economic reasons played a vitally important role in 
accounting for the rise of the Lega, it is also the case that the rejection of the ‘centralist’ 
state and the campaign on a federalist (later secessionist) platform could only be framed 
in terms of irreconcilable ethno-cultural differences.  
 
The Legacy of Ethnicity (I): The Lega Nord and Devolution 
Today, the politics of ethnicity has faded and the revolt of the North has been channelled 
towards gaining greater representation and power for certain constituencies of voters 
within the national state. Yet the politics of difference has penetrated Italian culture and 
politics in ways which remain unclear and ambiguous. 
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Let me start with the Lega Nord’s ‘new’ project, devolution, that is, the transference of all 
competencies in the fields of healthcare, education, and local policing to the existing 
twenty regions, or at least, to those regions which demand such powers. Out of the grand 
vision of the division of Italy into three macro-regions as conceived in the early 1990s, a 
decade later the Lega Nord appears to have settled for devolving powers to the existing 
regions in just a few matters. It is true that Bossi, currently Minister for Reforms, sees this 
as only the first step in the direction of a thorough overhaul of the form of the state, but 
it still raises the interesting question of why the party has chosen to proceed in this 
piecemeal fashion and why it has chosen to prioritize these three areas of competence 
over many possible others.  
 
The answer lies in the fact that health and education are the single most important areas 
of public expenditure and that transferring their control to the regions is seen as a way of 
regaining control of the ‘bloated’ welfare system. As Bossi declared in the Senate when 
explaining his reform, ‘Devolution does not stimulate the conflict between North and South 
but the exact opposite, because it imposes the need to manage the res publica – both in 
the North and the South – with the same degree of responsibility’ (La Padania, 28 
November 2002). However, the real impact of the Lega’s devolution bill was disclosed by 
the President of the Lega deputies, Alessandro Cè, during a press conference held on 29 
October 2002 (La Padania, 30 October 2002). Cè explained that the present system of 
resource transfers to the poorer (southern) regions, based on an automatic formula, would 
only last for three more years, to be replaced by a redistributive mechanism subject to the 
potential fiscal capacity of individual regions, their ability to fight tax evasion and the 
degree of efficiency of the services they provide.  
 
This declaration did nothing to reassure those concerned about the future of the South. 
As Il Mattino (22 November 2002), a local Naples paper, reminded its readers, the current 
automatic formula for transferring resources would be replaced by ‘constant severe 
exams’. The paper concluded its assessment of the devolution bill as follows: ‘The South in 
the hands of the North, one would be tempted to say, of the North’s clemency of 
judgment’. A similar view was expressed by the President of the Calabria region Giuseppe 
Chiaravallotti, of Forza Italia, who pointed out that ‘the principle of monitoring the 
destination of the funds is acceptable to avoid theft, but it cannot be done on the basis 
of a master/servant […] formula’ (La Stampa, 21 November 2002). 
 
This is, in my view, a fair understanding of the significance of Bossi’s devolution reform. 
Not secessionism, to which the Lega turned in 1995-6, but a revised version of the 
federalist project of 1991-2, with the aim of reverting the domination of the North by the 
South (as in the First Republic) into a domination of the South by the North, based on the 
wealth, ‘superior’ values and economic rigour of the latter. Such a domination is justified in 
terms of the South’s own salvation from itself, from its degenerate clientelist and criminal 
values which had successfully and tragically been imposed upon the whole country for so 
many years. The reform is therefore predicated on a clear cultural (ethnic) separation 
between two regions and two peoples, one of which can now be placed in the condition of 
dictating its own laws and criteria to the other, thus eliminating the need to secede. This 
is not to say that secession is completely discarded – one can envisage it regaining credit 
within the Lega if devolution fails – but the logic underpinning devolution is different from 
and in many respects an alternative to secessionism.  
 
Even if secession is not on the cards, Padania lives on. Bossi’s speech to the Senate when 
presenting his devolution bill was entirely from a northern perspective. He referred to the 
North’s participation in the Italian unification movement, indeed argued that Italy had been 
unified by the North and thanks to the North. Yet the period after unification had brought 
only disappointment and distrust towards the new state among the peoples of Padania, 
leading them to reject politics altogether, because ‘the politics of Rome did not interpret 
the economic or social development nor the just aspirations to autonomy of those 
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peoples’. It was because of the Lega Nord and its federalist project that Padania had 
regained faith in politics (La Padania, 28 November 2002).  
 
One can see from the above that devolution is more a continuation of long-standing aims 
and strategies than a new development. Devolution, in the same manner as federalism in 
1992 and even more so in 1991, should be seen as the means to give the North control of 
the public purse, thus reversing what, according to the Lega, had been happening at the 
time of the Italian First Republic. The devolution project is once again explicitly linked to a 
vision of Italy as divided into two different peoples, and to the Lega as representing the 
interests of one area of the country. Ethnicity may no longer be used explicitly as in 1991, 
but it still underpins the logic of the reform of the state pursued by the party.  
 
The Legacy of Ethnicity (II): Left-wing Parties and Intellectuals 
The politics of cultural difference appears to be spreading beyond the Lega. To give just 
one example, recently the head of the Ulivo (the coalition of centre-left opposition 
parties), Francesco Rutelli, referred to the northeastern electorate as being made up of 
small firms bosses who, as he put it, ‘are proud of exploiting immigrants and not paying 
taxes and will never vote for the left’ (La Repubblica, 11 January 2002). In a more 
sophisticated manner, the distinguished historian Paul Ginsborg (1998) differentiated 
between more civic and less civic regions in Italy. But while the controversial study by 
Putnam (1993) had identified the northern and central areas with civicness and the 
southern region with uncivicness, Ginsborg viewed the northeastern regions as less civic, 
and the central regions as the most civic. Beyond the intrinsic merits of each position and 
interpretation, it looks as if the politics of difference has now succeeded in infecting the 
left, too. If the images of the South and southerners held by the Lega supporters were 
uniformly negative, constructing a collective ‘Other’, the images of the northeast and its 
inhabitants are rapidly also (re-)acquiring the connotations of an ‘Other’ among left 
leaders and supporters. No longer are the residents of the Veneto referred to as bigots as 
at the time of Christian Democracy. Now they are referred to by using the Lega’s ethnic 
markers in reverse, in a form of anti-racist racism.  
 
Replying to Rutelli, in an article entitled ‘When one goes in search of an imaginary enemy ’ 
(La Repubblica, 13 January 2002), the sociologist Ilvo Diamanti remarked that the image of 
the ‘racist and tax-evading small boss’ had become a ‘territorial label’ and compared it 
directly to Lega Nord discourse. Indeed, Diamanti pointed out that when the Lega Nord 
had attacked ‘thieving Rome’ and the ‘dishonest South’, the party had used such 
stereotypes with the aim of making sense of the world for their own militants and wider 
electorate. Nevertheless, in those days Rome was undoubtedly a target for the Lega, 
while the South was an inaccessible area in electoral terms. By contrast, Diamanti 
reminded the readers of La Repubblica that in the northeastern regions the Ulivo coalition 
had obtained 42% of the votes in the 2001 elections, that is to say, a percentage 
equivalent to that obtained in the rest of the country, with the exception of the ‘red belt’ 
regions. Diamanti then asked the question ‘How is it possible to stigmatize this area as 
hostile, inhabited by inimical tribes?’ and concluded with another poignant question: ‘Why 
should social actors and social contexts towards which the Ulivo expresses such 
malevolent judgments (and prejudices) continue or indeed start to vote for this coalition?’ 
 
Diamanti had put his finger on the spot, showing the folly of a left discourse mirroring that 
of the Lega. The latter, for all its irrational aspects, could be fully explained in rational 
terms: the Lega had constructed an image of the South as a negative ‘Other’ in order to 
strengthen a sub-national collective identity, in the knowledge that the South was 
electorally a no-go area and in a deliberate attempt to challenge the nation-state. The 
Ulivo was apparently falling into the trap of constructing as an ‘Other’ an area where, 
despite considerable support for the Lega for most of the 1990s, the Left was by no 
means a marginal political and ideological force. In addition, the Ulivo was doing so at a 
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time when it had put itself forward as a national political coalition working in the interests 
of the ‘national community’ as opposed to sub-national constituencies. Almost certainly 
Rutelli’s comments signalled nothing more than the frustration of the Ulivo for its defeat at 
the 2001 elections, nevertheless they also raised the spectre of the national political 
space becoming divided along constructed ethno-territorial fault lines.  
 
Conclusions 
For most of the post-war period, Italy’s political subcultures and their respective parties, 
the DC and the PCI, played an integrative role. Whether we believe, like Shore (1993), 
that they constructed collective identities comparable to forms of ethnicity, or whether 
we prefer to stress their universalist ideological content, the fact remains that both 
subcultures acted to accommodate their respective constituencies within the Italian 
nation-state. Such a process had already started in the Giolittian period, when the Liberal 
governments had been able to reach a compromise with the Socialist Party and the 
Catholic movement. After 1945, the Communist Party and Christian Democracy chose to 
retain their ‘difference’ while accepting a common national space. The former 
‘renationalized itself as a part of Italian reality. It reflected and fostered a strand in 
national culture that was deeply pessimistic about the unification and the state it had 
produced, but believed in the capacity of the family, the local community and “the people” 
to work together’ (McCarthy 2000: 246). In the 1970s, the party theorized and subscribed 
to the policy of national solidarity. As for the DC, according to Bedani (2000: 231), the 
party was ‘the major national unifying force, the automatic point of reference not only for 
Italians but also for its foreign partners’.  
 
In contrast to the integrative role played by Italy’s traditional political subcultures, the 
Lega Nord set out to construct a collective identity with the disintegrative aim of self-
determination. Just when the nation-state seemed to have finally laid to rest competing 
ideologies and sub-national political cultures, it was challenged head-on by a collective 
identity which denied its very legitimacy. This set into motion a chain of reactions, ranging 
from explicit condemnation and outright rejection of Lega Nord discourse to neo-patriotism 
(Patriarca: 2001). The seeds of a politics of difference and territorial racialization may 
however have penetrated the Lega’s adversaries in ways which are not yet fully 
understood and whose effects cannot be predicted. If this were the case, the Lega will 
have left a much more serious legacy than the one the party has already been credited 
with for injecting in the Italian political discourse federalist and neo-liberal notions and 
policies. Ethnic identity is a much more intractable form of identity than ideology, because 
‘the very principle is disintegrative, since those who lose under any arrangement will have 
an incentive to constitute themselves as an ethnicity. Because ethnic identity formation is 
typically a reactive process, in which groups are defined by reference to the other, it is in 
principle exclusionary and divisive’ (Keating 2001: 15). The replacement of the Catholic 
subculture with a collective identity constructed around ethnicity may have set into 
motion a process of political competition between groups which will greatly impede the 
transition to a Second Republic. Such a transition can only be successful if particularist 
allegiances can be transcended (as they were after 1945) in the acceptance of a 
framework based on a wider common culture and wider common interests.  
 
References 
Bagnasco, A., 1977, Tre Italie. La problematica territoriale dello sviluppo italiano. Bologna: 
Il Mulino. 
Bedani, G., 2000, ‘The Christian Democrats and national identity’, in G. Bedani and B. 
Haddock, The Politics of Italian National Identity. Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 
Biorcio, R., 1997, La Padania promessa. La storia, le idee e la logica d’azione della Lega 
Nord. Milan: Il Saggiatore. 
Bossi, U., with D. Vimercati, 1992, Vento dal Nord. La mia Lega la mia vita. Milan: Sperling 
and Kupfer Editori. 
Castells, M., 1997, The Power of Identity. Oxford: Blackwell. 



 

The Global Review of Ethnopolitics   
Vol. 2, no. 3-4, March/June 2003  

 
 

53 

Cacciari, M., 2000: The author interviewed Massimo Cacciari on 17 October 2000 in 
Venice. 
Cento Bull, A., 1992, ‘The Lega Lombarda. A New Political Subculture for Lombardy’s 
Industrial Districts’, The Italianist, no. 12, 179-83. 
Cento Bull, A., 1993, ‘The Politics of Industrial Districts in Lombardy. Replacing Christian 
Democracy with the Northern League’, The Italianist, no. 13, 209-229. 
Cento Bull, A., 2000, Social Identities and Political Cultures in Italy. Catholic, Communist 
and Leghist Communities between Civicness and Localism. Oxford: Berghahn Books. 
Cento Bull, A. and Gilbert, M., 2001, The Lega Nord and the Northern Question in Italian 
Politics. Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave. 
Cordell, K., 1999, ‘Introduction: aims and objectives’, in K. Cordell, ed. Ethnicity and 
Democratisation in the New Europe. London and New York: Routledge.  
Diamanti, I., 1993, La Lega. Geografia, storia e sociologia di un nuovo soggetto politico. 
Roma: Donzelli. 
Diamanti, I., 1996, Il male del Nord. Lega, localismo, secessione. Roma: Donzelli. 
Ginsborg, P., 1998, L’Italia del tempo presente. Famiglia, societa’ civile, Stato. 1980-1996. 
Turin: Einaudi. 
Ishiyama, J.T. and Breuning, M., 1998, Ethnopolitics in the New Europe. Boulder,  
CO and London: Lynne Rienner. 
Keating, M., 2001, Nations against the State. The New Politics of Nationalism in Quebec, 
Catalonia and Scotland. Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave. 
Kupchan, C. A., 1995, ed., Nationalism and Nationalities in the New Europe.Ithaka, NY: 
Cornell University Press. 
Lega Nord, 1991, Tesi Congressuali, Pieve Emanuele, Milan): ‘Discorso di apertura’ by U. 
Bossi and ‘Una Confederazione per la libertà’ by F. E. Speroni. 
Lega Nord, 1992, Programma elettorale. Politiche 1992. Economia e fisco, Editoriale 
Lombarda. 
McCarthy, P., 2000, ‘The Italian Communists and Italian national identity: the question of 
difference’, in G. Bedani and B. Haddock, eds., The Politics of Italian National Identity. 
Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 
Messina, P., 1998, ‘Opposition in Italy in the 1990s: Local Political Cultures and the 
Northern League’, Government and Opposition, vol. 33, no. 4, 462-78. 
Michnik, A., 1996, ‘Dignity and Fear: A Letter to a Friend’, in R. Caplan and J. Feffer, eds., 
Europe’s New Nationalism. States and Minorities in Conflict. New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
Mingione, E., 1991, Fragmented Societies: A Sociology of Economic Life beyond the 
Market Paradigm. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Moore, M., 1998, ed., National Self-Determination and Secession. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
Nevola, G., 1998, ‘La politica della secessione’, Rivista italiana di scienza politica, vol. 
XXVIII, no. 1, 119-56. 
Oneto, G., 1997, L’Invenzione della Padania: La Rinascita della Comunità più antica 
d’Europa. Bergamo: Foedus. 
Patriarca, S., 2001, ‘Italian neopatriotism: debating national identity in the 1990s’, Modern 
Italy, vol. 5, no. 1. 
Payton, P., 1999, ‘Ethnicity in Western Europe today’ in K. Cordell, ed., Ethnicity and 
Democratisation in the New Europe. London and New York: Routledge.  
Philpott, D., 1998, ‘Self-Determination in Practice’, in M. Moore ed., National Self-
Determination and Secession. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Rumiz, P., 1997, La secessione leggera. Dove nasce la rabbia del profondo Nord. Rome: 
Editori Riuniti. 
Ruzza, C. and Schmidtke, O., 1996, ‘The Northern League. Changing friends and foes, and 
its political opportunity structure’, in D. Cesarani and M. Fulbrook, eds., Citizenship, 
Nationality and Migration in Europe. London and New York: Routledge. 



 
 
 

Bull, Collective Identities  
 

 

54 

Santambrogio, A., 2001, ‘Sul concetto di cultura politica: una prospettiva sociologica’ in F. 
Crespi and A. Santambrogio, eds. La cultura politica nell’Italia che cambia. Percorsi teorici 
ed empirici. Rome: Carocci. 
Savelli, G., 1992, Che cosa vuole la Lega, prefaced by U. Bossi. Milan: Longanesi & C.  
Schmidtke, O., 1996, Politics of identity. Ethnicity, Territories, and the Political 
Opportunity Structure in Modern Italian Society. Sinzheim: Pro Universitate. 
Shore, C., 1993, ‘Ethnicity as Revolutionary Strategy: Communist Identity Construction in 
Italy’, in S. Macdonald, ed. Inside European Identities: Ethnography in Western Europe. 
Oxford: Berg. 
Tambini, D., 2001, Nationalism in Italian Politics. The stories of the Northern League 1980-
2000. London and New York: Routledge. 
Torpey, J., 1994, ‘Affluent Secessionists: Italy’s Northern League’, Dissent, Summer 1994, 
311-5. 
Woods, D., 1995, ‘The Crisis of Centre-Periphery Integration in Italy and the Rise of 
Regional Populism: The Lombard League’, Comparative Politics, vol. 27, no. 2, 187-203. 



 

The Global Review of Ethnopolitics   
Vol. 2, no. 3, March 2003, 55-70 

 
 

Copyright © Alberto Spektorowski 2003. All rights reserved. 

Ethnoregionalism: The Intellectual New Right and the Lega Nord 
Alberto Spektorowski, Tel Aviv University 
 
This article focuses on one of the most contested issues in current European politics, the 
enlargement of regionalism and the ensuing weakening of the nation-state. This outcome 
has been received enthusiastically by several liberal scholars and politicians who believe 
that the strengthening of regional identities guarantees more democratic accountability 
and liberal rights and will protect against narrow nationalism. This article attempts to 
challenge this view, by highlighting two particular expressions, one ideological and the 
other political, of the new politics of regionalism. One fact is striking: not only democrats 
but some of the most sophisticated and theoretically demanding anti-liberal, radical right 
groups in Europe are enthusiastic about the idea of a post nation-state Europe and 
supportive of a regionalist ‘Europe des peoples’. This claim in itself does not mean that 
regionalist policies are necessarily anti-liberal; however, it raises some questions as to 
the motives behind the right-wing strategic shift from nationalism to European 
ethnoregionalism. The issue this article wishes to examine is how an ethnoregional 
strategy contributes to a right-wing exclusionist vision of a culturally homogeneous, 
immigrant free and economically strong Europe. In order to examine this, I will focus on 
the ideas of two different but complementary political movements: the French New Right, 
which fulfilled a leading ideological role in France and Europe during the 1980s and early 
1990s, and the Italian regionalist movement the Lega Nord (Lipset 1981: 472).  
  
The New Right is an intellectual group dedicated to a cultural strategy rather than to 
politics. Its goal is to recreate and adapt the intellectual legacy of the old radical right 
and fascism to a post-industrial Europe. The Lega Nord is a federalist, autonomist or 
separatist (depending on the political situation) movement that could be ranked as one 
of the most politically important regionalist movements in Europe. In this article I trace 
the Lega Nord’s evolution, from its demands for cultural autonomy to exclusionist 
ethnoregional populism, while pinpointing the New Right’s direct ideological inference in 
the unfolding of this political thought. Several studies have focused separately on the 
New Right and the Lega Nord . Most of these studies, however, have not dealt with the 
two in an integrative manner, nor have they linked these two currents of intellectual and 
political praxis together. This omission is due to their different beginnings; one rooted in 
totalitarian origins and the other appearing as an anti-totalitarian, European, anti-nation 
state political movement. The New Right is an intellectual supporter of a new type of 
European national-socialism and the Lega Nord , is a pragmatic political movement 
representing local economic and political interests. I propose a different vision to 
previous analysis. I suggest that an examination of the New Right ideology helps us grasp 
how radical nationalist ideas of the past are reproduced nowadays into the post nation-
state ethnoregional phenomenon. Consequently, an examination of the Lega Nord ‘s 
political evolution provides us with an example of how the New Right’s sophisticated neo-
fascism is silently permeating and shaping the political ideology of what could at first 
sight be defined as a non-fascist regionalist movement. In sum, I suggest that the New 
Right and the Lega Nord reflect a new type of European ideological and political 
exclusionism. I suggest that rather than a narrow nationalist response (Le Pen’s style), 
to the political shortcomings of the European Union, a new type of non-liberal regionalism 
will establish the new framework of ‘resistance’ to Brussels’ ‘bureaucratic elites’ and the 
great European state.  
 
The logic behind the New Right’s celebration of regionalism is the claim that the ethnic 
region is the ‘natural’ framework upon which to redefine the basis of citizenship, be it 
civic or ethno-cultural. It also enables the raising of elegant cultural rather than 
bureaucratic barriers against immigrants. In an ethnic -region, political practices are more 
populist than liberal. Finally, a federation of ethnicities united by a common foundational 
myth, as aspired to by the New Right, will constitute the basis for a new anti-liberal 
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Europe free of immigrants. This would be a new type of European ethnic federation, an 
alternative to the liberal union elaborated in Maastricht, which according to the New 
Right serves the interests of American cultural and economic imperialism. In other words, 
the New Right’s regionalist criteria are first and foremost a tool to redefine the 
parameters of exclusion from and inclusion in the community. Secondly, the redefinition 
of an ethno-cultural community implies the construction of an ethno-communitarian 
economic identity, an alternative to the universal welfare state and global liberalism. 
Finally, as I shall prove, the model of economic development proposed by the Lega Nord 
fits the ethnoregional post nation-state project raised by the New Right. 
  
I suggest that this analysis will contribute towards the understanding of a new political 
tendency in the discourse of the radical right at the regional rather than at the national 
level. While the former portrayed a new type of modernist ‘right-wing resistance’ to 
liberalism, the latter are typical of old style nationalism.  
 
The New Right: From Nationalism to Ethnoregionalism.  
As noted by Perry Anderson, whereas in the 19th century the idea of regionalism in 
politics was condemned by most contemporaries as leading to a regressive politics; 
things have changed in the last fifty years. The European Parliament has adopted a 
‘Charter of Regionalization’ formally encouraging member states to institutionalize regional 
identities within them. In recent years, few political entities have become as respectable 
as regions.1 From a post-modern perspective, some theories claim that regionalism 
contributes to cultural pluralism and finally represents a rebellion of ‘concrete 
geographical identities’ against the superimposition of the unified map of the (liberal) 
nation (Said 1989). With similar criteria several left-wing intellectuals and political groups 
have been prominent in criticizing the ‘totalitarian’ characteristics of the republican 
state, in the name of a more pluralistic and democratic regionalism. 2 A different 
perspective on the ‘pluralist’ values of regionalism, is presented by Roberto Dainotto, who 
claims that the new regionalism represents a metaphor for an old desire for authentic 
identity that nationalism can no longer represent (Dainotto 2000: 21). 
  
The shift from a civic to an ethnoregional identity implies more than any other thing, a 
shift from liberal to corporatist institutions and an attempt to redefine the parameters of 
political exclusion. This seems to be the logic followed by the New Right, an intellectual 
proto-fascist movement in France, which shifted from the defense to that of narrow 
nationalism to ethnoregionalism.  Originally, during the 1960s, the New Right was rather a 
reactionary group, an old style nationalist unit supporting the West’s struggles in Angola, 
Rhodesia, and South Vietnam3. Guided by Alain de Benoist, the New Right’s 

                                                 
1 For more information see Walker (1992), Piccone and Ulmen (1999) and Anderson (1994). 
2 One of the most prominent detractors of the republic was Georges Sorel. Sorel saw the whole 
democratic movement as one that strengthened state power. The spirit of syndicalism, in contrast was to 
free itself from its Jacobin tutelage. Sorel advocated administrative decentralization and the resurrection 
of communal and provincial life. During the 1930s another critique was advanced by the 
federalist/personalist tradition, associated with the names of Alexandre Marc, Emmanuel Mounier, and 
Denis de Rougemont. Influenced by Proudhon and Sorelian sources they drastically opposed the 
nation-state. Their concept of federation of communities was compatible to their quest for a ‘third road’ 
between capitalism and Marxist socialism, and for a personalist rather than liberal democratic form of 
political rule. Currently, the journal TELOS is raising the banner of left-wing support of regional populism. 
3 As an intellectual movement, the New Right made its debut with the foundation of GRECE (Groupement 
de Recherche et d’Etude pour la Civilization Europeenne) by Alain de Benoist, Jacques Bruyas, and Jean 
Jacques Mourreau, with the collaboration of Claude Valla and Dominique Venner. GRECE was the logical 
alternative for young French nationalist militants after the dissolution of the movement Jeune Nation in 
1958, the dissolution of the OAS, and the defeat of the Rassemblement Europeen de la Liberte (REL) in 
the 1967 legislative elections. Basically a French right-wing group, the New Right spread across Europe, 
especially in Germany, Belgium and Italy, where different institutes, seminars and publications 
spearheaded a new, whole European, right-wing ideology. A wide number of European intellectuals had 
been prominent in shaping the ideology of the New Right, however, none has been more dominant than 
Alain de Benoist. The New Right proliferated in Europe since the 1980s. In Germany the Thule Seminar, 
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unquestionable leader (to the extent that his ideas until the early 1990’s could be totally 
associated to the French New Right), the movement attempted a U-turn in terms of 
ideology. During the 1960s the New Right was an indirect partner of Le Pen’s National 
Front through one of its intellectual satellites, Le Club de l’Horloge, a group that 
influenced conservative politicians and economic  elites. However, since the 1980s the 
New Right has reoriented itself towards a new type of ‘right-wing communitarianism’ 
which led to the rupture with Le Club. Indeed Benoist attacked L’Horloge’s liberal ideals in 
the name of organic society, which, he said, should rely on principles of social justice in 
order to survive (de Benoist 1990). The question that effected a right-wing 
communitarian such as Benoist, in contrast to right-wing economic liberals, was how the 
‘nation’ could exist without national solidarity, a situation incompatible with economic 
laissez-faire.  
 
The second rupture occurred with the National Front (Gottfried 1994). This rupture was 
the result of most of the New Right’s members’ awareness that the old nationalist 
rhetoric was out of order in a post nation-state Europe. This trend alienated French and 
European nationalists hitherto associated with the movement, and permitted Alain de 
Benoist to flirt with partisans of the left4. Since then, Benoist and friends from the 
European New Right have supported cultural and political anti-colonialism. Through 
several publications like Nouvelle Ecole, Elements, and Krisis, the New Right has 
addressed the necessity of redefining the role of the right in Europe and addressing new 
issues of current political theory, such as immigration, the crisis of the nation-state, and 
the question of European citizenship. Several left-wing observers applauded this shift 
from right to left of the New Right. However, in reality the shift from its early emphasis 
on human inequality, generic determinism and European paganism, to ‘cultural relativism’ 
and a critique of liberal capitalism, the West, and universal ideologies, is paradigmatic of 
a new discourse of cultural exclusion, which the ethnoregional element plays a central 
role. The idea is that a culturally assertive and anti-liberal Europe should be an 
ethnoregionalist Europe emancipated from the legacy of the nation-state. One thing that 
has to be taken into account is that for Benoist and the New Right, ethnoregionalism is 
an ideological tool for redefining the parameters of inclusion to the community, and 
therefore, it is politically constructed. An ethno-communitarian ideology, which Benoist 
nowadays relates to the region, provides a total response to what he defines as liberal 
cultural colonialism and republican integrationist ideology. The basic idea is that the 
politics of cultural exclusion are more human than the republican politics of integration 
whose underlying goal is to integrate and at the same time repress ‘ethnic cultures’. In 
order to provide sociological backing to this ideological claim Benoist argues that this 
ideological construction is the outcome of objective developments resulting from the 
decline of the nation-state.  
  
As noted by de Benoist (1994: 95) in a lecture delivered at GRECE’s 24th National 
Congress  

The nation is challenged both from above and below ... From below by new social 
movements: by the persistence of regionalism and new communitarian 
claims...From above, the nation is challenged by often weighty social phenomena 
which mock national frontiers.  

                                                                                                                                                         
(whose name is peculiarly reminiscent of the Thule Society which had strong links with the early Nazi 
party) led by Pierre Krebs and Armin Mohler contributed to the rehabilitation of the German Conservative 
Revolution’s blend of nationalism and socialism. In Italy, the New Right was associated with Pino Rauti, 
one of the ideological leaders of the Movimento Sociale Italiano/Alleanza Nazionale. In Belgium, Robert 
Steuckers, the editor of Vouloir, and an admirer of the German Conservative Revolution, compared 
Europe’s current political and social situation to the social and spiritual chaos of Weimar ‘between the 
wars’, with the only solution being a national-socialist association of ethnic groups in Europe. In England, 
the New Right is associated with the name of Michael Walker and the journal Scorpion. 
4 See the case of the liberation journalist and CGT unionist Jean Paul Cruse and Marc Cohen, editor in 
chief of L’Idiot International and a member of the French Communist Party. 
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However, accompanying the socio-economic developments advancing the end of the 
nation-state, de Benoist explains that the ‘nation is not the only type of communitarian 
organization’, and obviously not the most important (de Benoist 1992: 6). The nation is 
not as political a form as others:  
 

It is specifically modern… The nation, in the modern sense of the word, and 
nationalism as a distinguished form of patriotism are historically linked with the 
value of individualism. The nation is precisely the type of global society that 
corresponds to the kingdom of individualism as a valor (de Benoist 1992: 3-5). 

  
Obviously, de Benoist is referring to the model of the French republican nation in which 
the value of the individual was represented by his condition of citizenship. The idea of 
citizenship was interpreted as a universal virtue, which everybody could access, 
regardless of race and culture. In other words, attacking the idea of individualism meant 
also attacking the idea of the republic and its concept of citizenship.  
  
The high school manifesto ‘Manifeste de la classe 60’, issued at the beginning of the 
1960s, already highlighted what future New Right intellectuals had determined to be their 
creed: that the ‘…French ethnic group…is the fundamental basis of our national 
existence…’ (Algazy 1984: 198). Furthermore, the idea was that ethnic France 
represented a barrier against global society and the value of individualism, which are the 
foundational characteristics of the contractual and civic concept of French republican 
nationalism. As a result of this conviction, the New Right’s plan for France, was not 
precisely the same as De Gaulle’s idea of the ‘hexagon’, or Le Pen’s concept of France as 
a nation-state. The ‘Republic -- one and indivisible -- would be replaced by a federal 
republic of French peoples’, which would be absorbed into an ethnic federation of 
European peoples (de Benoist 1993: 52). Paradoxically thus, the federation of France 
would save France’s ‘real’ identity, as expressed in the spirit of its provinces, and Europe, 
as a strong, dominant, and productive conglomeration of peoples. The most important 
point, however, is that an assertive conglomerate of cultural identities would not need to 
raise bureaucratic barriers against foreigners.  
 
The European regions -- Normandy, Bretagny, Catalunia, Flandes, and so on -- 
constitute the identity framework in which the concepts of legal citizenship and liberal 
democracy can be deconstructed. For the New Right then, an ethno-cultural ‘organic 
citizenship’ provides an assertive but ‘non-racist’ solution to the question of immigrant 
integration into European society. It sets a ‘positive’ barrier against immigrants’ 
integration. In other words, the liberal state would be able to set legal limitations to 
immigration, as long as it had the support of parliament and public opinion. However, 
political discussion in an open society, aggregated to legal bureaucratic procedures, 
turns the process of political ‘decisionism’ into a tedious rationalist ‘non-authentic ’ 
procedure. The ethnic region, in contrast, does not expel foreigners with draconian laws. 
It raises impenetrable cultural barriers even against those who are willing to integrate 
into the national polity, because it links the concept of participatory citizenship to 
cultural roots.  
 
The striking point of the New Right’s ideas on ethnic exclusionism is that they do not 
indicate that the New Right disavows other cultures. A key argument advanced by the 
New Right, is that the liberal capitalist state is responsible for the arrival of foreign 
workers. The French republican state is also responsible for assimilating them and this 
way Europe’s authentic cultural identity would be damaged. However, the New Right also 
claims that this process of integration into modern European society also damages 
foreign cultures.  
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Benoist adopts the idea that Europe and the Third World are common partners in their 
struggle against global capitalism because it causes immigration. Therefore, in order to 
stop immigration, the New Right should be critical of  

 
the capitalist logic, and we should aid Third World countries to break with the views 
of ‘development’ as [exposed] by the World Bank and the IMF. This implies the 
recognition that the first victims of immigration are the immigrants themselves, and 
that because their identity is being menaced. In this sense the immigration problem 
should make us reflect on the defects of the French model of Jacobinean inspiration, 
which integrates individuals and makes them renounce their cultural roots (de Benoist 
1993a: 53).  

  
Once again, Benoist clearly attempts to link republican nationalism with integration, 
capitalism and racism. He alleges that the republican democratic state, which responds 
to the political power of the bourgeoisie, is responsible (despite bureaucratic attempts to 
impede it) for the integration of immigrants into the polity. However, de Benoist’s solution 
is not to reform French republicanism. The solution is cultural assertiveness of both 
Europe and the Third World. Therefore, the same ideological arguments used to support 
the Third World’s cultural emancipation are used to advocate Europe’s cultural 
renaissance as a culturally pure entity unsullied by immigrants. As a prominent French 
intellectual has said, ‘…here we are confronting a right-wing that is not for colonization, 
nor for the nation, nor for the West -- for Europe, certainly, but a Europe returning to its 
roots’ (Domenach 1981: 80) The authentic European roots are embedded in Normandy, 
Catalonia, the Basque countries, etc. In other words, what the New Right advances is 
‘the organic culturalism’ of Europe’s regions, which upholds a response to global 
capitalism and to the liberal state.  
  
From a cultural ‘libertarian’ point of view, Benoist’s solution is more radical and more just 
than the one propounded by liberal multiculturalists, who according to Benoist, advance 
cultural ghettoes and a loss of cultural identity, both for the integrated immigrants and 
for the integrating society. An ethnoregional identity thus produces two interrelated 
processes. It serves as the basis for a new type of exclusionism without relying upon old 
style racist nationalism. At the same time, this ethnoregionalist process represents the 
first step to the elaboration of an alternative idea of Europe totally contrasted to the 
liberal Europe of Maastricht. The question of European sovereignty, thus, is associated 
with cultural sovereignty, and that can only be sustained under the regionalization of 
large continental ensembles (de Benoist 1996: 136).  
 
‘Europe des peuples’: Between Maastricht and Mitteleuropa 
A theoretical distinction must be made between the spirit of a liberal Europe embodied in 
the idea of Maastricht federalism, and right-wing types of federalism. Liberal supporters 
of the European Union argue that the contractual and individualistic basis of liberal 
society is projected on a national consciousness basis.  
  
Theoretically, the national idea requires a reference beyond itself. This reference need 
not be something as abstract as ‘man’, but merely the notion of Europe, defined by 
Montesquieu, as a community of nation-states (Mosher 1993). By this criterion, Europe 
could develop from a Europe of nation-states into a political and economic union resting 
on the same philosophical basis that sustains both the autonomy of the individual and 
the nation-state, which is theoretically posited on the primacy of the individual.  
  
The New Right is critical of this approach, and in some elements its critique resembles 
that of the left-wing critiques of liberal assimilationism in the name of the politics of 
identities. For the New Right, the idea of a European federation is not based on the 
nation-state but on the idea of ‘Europe des peuples’. However, in contrast to the left, 
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for the New Right the idea of ‘Europe des peuples’ represents the dream of an ethnic 
Empire. In a 1970 article in Le Monde, for example, the New Right historian Pierre Vial 
wrote that, by ‘fighting for a cultural renaissance, GRECE intended to help establish a 
founding myth: that of a sovereign, liberated Europe, facing an imperial destiny’ (Vial 
cited in Duranton-Crabol). After this first tentative attempt to define Europe’s political 
path, Benoist provided a much more elaborated view of the meaning of a federal-empire 
solution to Europe:  
 
What distinguishes the empire from the nation? First of all, the fact that the empire is 
not primarily a territory but essentially an idea or a principle. The political order is 
determined ... by a spiritual ... idea. ... What is important is that the emperor holds 
power by virtue of embodying something, which goes beyond simple possessions. ... He 
represents a power transcending the community he governs (de Benoist 1994: 84). 
 
In other words, the Empire ‘...is never a closed totality, as opposed to the nation...’ (de 
Benoist 1994: 97). At first glance it appears that there is a contradiction between the 
idea of cultural and ethnic ties and the spiritual fluidity of the Empire. As explained by 
Benoist, ‘The Empire’s frontiers are naturally fluid and provisional, which reinforces its 
organic character’. The new Europe should develop out of a plurality of authentic 
European cultural ethnic groups. Flanders, Catalans and Padania differ from one another, 
however, according to the New Right, their differences rely on a common European 
constitutional myth. In this sense, an ethnoregional federation represents a multicultural 
European world, with a great internal fluidity but which excludes the non-European. 
However, it is not only non-Europeans that are excluded. An economically developed 
review of Europe’s boundaries would only include the technological, developed and 
wealthy regions of central Europe. At the geopolitical level, the idea is to reconstruct a 
‘third Europe’ a Mitteleuropa centered on Germany. ‘Mitteleuropa ... alone can create 
simultaneously, in the East and in the West, the conditions in which it would be possible 
to give a ... [new] ... political form to the European continent’, based upon the most 
technologically developed European region (de Benoist 1989: 17). From the ideological 
point of view, the aim of Mitteleuropa is to reconstruct the idea of Europe as a ‘third 
way’. That means, ‘...to install, opposite Paris, London, and Moscow [the bourgeois 
representatives of European cosmopolitanism], a ‘third Europe’’. It strives to form 
‘...around Germany an anti-imperialist front able to break up the order instituted by the 
Treaties of Versailles and Saint Germain...’ (de Benoist 1989a: 22). As noted by Benoist, 
this is an idea that most French nationalists have been unable to assimilate, because in 
countries like France, ‘the historical model makes it difficult to understand that for the 
Germans, national-identity and the state unit do not necessarily go together’ (de Benoist 
1989a: 22). The New Right wants us to believe in the possibility of a peaceful and 
commonly agreed annexation in which the ethnic peoples of central Europe unite 
spiritually under a common foundational myth. Unlike the Maastricht political and juridical 
union, which attempted to bring Germany back into the fold of liberal Europe, a new 
Europe, free of liberal and universalistic ideologies, leads the New Right’s vision of 
Germany. For Benoist, the surrender of French sovereignty to an ethnic Europe, not only 
provides the basis for a cultural renaissance, but also sets the basis for the development 
of a technological, political and economic unit of considerable strength, superior to the 
Maastricht political and juridical union.  
 
In order to create itself, Europe requires unity in political decision-making.. [which] 
cannot be built on the national Jacobian model ... and it cannot ... result from the 
economic supra-nationality dreamt of by Brussels technocrats (de Benoist 1994: 97).  
A liberal Europe loses its authenticity and creates a market favorable to the United 
States. ‘The paradoxical result is that the creation of that single market of 320 million 
inhabitants with their strong purchasing power will favor first of all not the Europeans, 
but their competitors’, (de Benoist 1989b). Although the idea of Maastricht takes cultural 
autonomies into consideration, and is designed to strengthen Europe’s economic power 
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vis-a-vis the United States, economic  and political union is predicated on an economic 
and juridical state that is merely a transformation and enlargement of the bureaucratic -
state. Under the Maastricht conception, the market creates economic identity, which in 
turn is the basis for ‘European identity’. In the Mitteleuropa conception, on the other 
hand, the ethnic federation of peoples not only makes its own market but also places 
ethno-cultural priorities over economic ones. Since a federated European union of this 
kind would include only the industrially developed peoples of Central Europe (the ‘Indo-
European’ stock, with its innate industrial and technical gifts), the possibility of economic 
independence seems much better founded than if an undeveloped region were 
contemplated. While liberal Europe surrenders to the United States, the interests of a 
national-socialist Europe diverge and contrast with those of the United States (de 
Benoist 1994a: 201).  
  
Summarizing the logic of Benoist’s argument, only an ethno-cultural Europe sets the basis 
for popular participation, and would be emancipated from liberal constraints in the 
political and economic realm. It sets an alternative productivist ideology against 
bourgeois individualism and liberal globalization. Finally, it promotes ethnic diversity within 
a federation of European ethnicities, banned to non-Europeans and to those considered 
to be non-productive Europeans. Next I shall analyze to what extent the Lega Nord 
politically expresses the New Right’s ethnoregionalism.  
 
The Lega Nord and Ethno-exclusionism.  
The Lega Nord , like other right-wing populist movements in Europe, portrays itself as a 
democratic alternative to bureaucratic ‘etatism’. In some cases it meets the criteria of 
participatory democracy propounded by left-wing intellectuals such as the group Telos, 
which praised the idea of regional populism. However, such populism in reality constitutes 
‘islands of prosperity’ that can be protected only by a radical type of ethnic ‘populist’ 
democracy, in which the principle of ‘liberal productionism’ is pitted against that of 
‘political democracy’. In this section I would like to trace the Lega Nord’s evolution from 
a compound of small regional movements demanding cultural autonomy within the Italian 
nation-state to a movement that supports the New Right’s ideas of promoting a whole 
exclusionist European ethnoregionalism. This ideological evolution resulted from new 
strategies adopted to deal with the changing conditions in post-war Europe, 
characterized by a decline of class voting and political polarization. However an 
important input that has to be taken into account, is also the intellectual effect on the 
Lega Nord leadership by Gianfranco Miglio, one of the most prominent twentieth century 
Italian intellectuals and one of the most enlightened interpreters of the New Right’s 
political ideology in Italy. Miglio and the New Right provided the theoretical and 
ideological framework to the socio-economic changes that permitted a shift from the 
limited politics of dialectic to European ethnoregionalism.  
  
In 1979 The Lega was born in Veneto in northern Italy as the Lega Veneta. In 1984 it 
became the Lega Lombarda and finally the Lega Nord , which since 1991 has 
incorporated all the northern leagues of Italy. Unlike other regional or separatist 
movements in Europe, the Lega does not protest against long-standing foreign rule but 
against what could be defined as the common interests of the Italian bureaucratic state, 
the political class, the underdeveloped South, immigrants and big business (Poche 1992: 
75). Thus, it is not accidental that underlying the Lega Nord ‘s political success has been 
its ability to convince northern voters that the centralization of political authority and 
economic resources has both disregarded and harmed northern regional interests and 
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identity5. Its success is also due to the parallels between the grievances addressed by 
the Lega and those identified by the media in Italy.6  
  
The original northern leagues, which later endorsed the Lega Nord , struggled for cultural 
autonomy and defended local traditions. However, a shift of strategy was necessary in 
order to become a political power. Indeed, during the first half of the 1980s in Lombardy, 
‘regional belonging’ was not a sufficient base for a political movement. There was no 
autonomous Lombard culture grounded in a specific language and particular traditions. 
Local dialects were spoken only in peripheral areas and varied from place to place. The 
way the Lega populist leaders could reach the Lombard population was by the 
elaboration of a ‘second language’ in which the autonomist argument was broadened and 
transformed so as to express the ‘common people’s’ resentment against internal enemies. 
In this way, collective identity could be used against political obstacles that impeded 
economic and social benefits to a specific population. As explained by Umberto Bossi 
himself, the creation of the Lega coincided with a shift from the politics of dialect to that 
of ethnicity and economics. ‘What triggers change in states are self determination and 
the globalization of markets. Ethnic consciousness is very strong in the North…and the 
basic problem is that those of the North know that they are.. very different [in terms of 
identity]’ (Tambini 1996: 168). Bossi understood that an ethnic consciousness was an 
invention. However, he also understood that the idea of the Italian nation and its 
democratic inclusionist identity was the product of an invention of different socio-
economic interests.  
  
From a socio-political perspective, the invention of a Padanian collective identity was 
formed to oppose three forces. The first was the bureaucratic class and existing 
politicians. The second was big capitalist interests, whether private, large economic 
corporations or the welfare state. The last was those who are ‘different’. It was based 
on a hostility towards southern and immigrant workers who were supported by the 
welfare state. The fundamental argument of the Lega leaders is that the South, in 
collaboration with the parasitic bureaucrats of Rome, has exploited productive northern 
citizens. Both the dependent south and the politicians are non- productive. Finally, 
following Miglio’s and the New Right’s compelling ideas, this Padanian identity would be 
included within the wider framework of a new European or ethnoregional federalism.  
  
First, we should consider the political and economic order criticized by the Lega Nord and 
the ‘new’ economic order it proposes. From the very beginning, Umberto Bossi has pitted 
the productive North against the blend of bureaucrats, parasitic politicians and the 
unproductive South. As he noted, this situation was bound to lead to bitter political 
conflict between ‘the capital of parasitism and clientelism, which is Rome, and the capital 
of the economy, which is Milan’ (Bossi with Vimercati 1993: 170). Moreover, while the 
difference between productive capital and parasitic politicians is clear, Bossi feels it 
essential to also note the difference between the concept of productive capitalism of 
the Lega Nord and economic liberalism. The productive capitalism proposed by the Lega 
needs a regional identity totally linked to ethnic and cultural ties. This means that the 
Lega Nord ‘s concept of liberal economics contrasts with liberal interpretations of what 
an open political and economic civil society should be. This ‘third productionism’ ideal is 
not properly neo-liberal because it rejects the globalization of markets, products and 
ideas. In more than one way, a capitalist free market is responsible for materialist 
acculturalization and the invasion of ‘other’ immigrant cultures (La Padania, 13 March 
2001). At the same time and with the same zeal with which it rejects global capitalism 
for its damaging effect of society, the Lega Nord also attacks the universal nature of the 

                                                 
5 Surveys conducted in 1982 among a broad sample of young people in Veneto, for instance, already 
confirmed this growing importance of a new regional leadership which challenged old establishment 
parties. See Allum and Diamanti (1986). 
6 For more information see Ruzza and Schmidtke (1991-92 and 1993) and Schmidtke (1993).  
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Italian welfare state, which extracts money from the North to subsidize the South. In 
contrast to both the neo-liberal and the universal welfare state, the Lega Nord proposes 
an ideological productionist ‘third way’ a mode of development akin to the historical 
productive model developed in the northern Italian regions, which establishes a basis for 
a regional libertarian ideology.  
  
The studies of Diamanti and Locke analyze how such a regional liberalist ideology has 
grown. They claim that certain structural changes contain an objective meaning that 
support the conscious reflections of citizens experiencing these changes. Beginning 
partially as a response to the economic crisis triggered by the sudden growth of oil prices 
in the 1970s and the abandonment of the Bretton Woods monetary agreements, Italy 
experienced a second economic miracle beginning in the North. Diamanti claims that 
regions that were ‘underdeveloped’ economic areas until recently such as Marche, 
Abruzzi and Molise, owe their remarkable progress in recent years to small factories. 
These new firms and the type of market they have developed are part of what could be 
defined as economia diffusa (diffuse economy). The characteristic of economia diffusa 
implies a strong and adaptable pre-industrial social environment which appropriates the 
economic form of modern industrial production and manages to manipulate it without 
being shattered by it. The residents in areas of economia diffusa are self-employed or 
employed in small-sized firms. They are artisans and shopkeepers living in medium-sized 
towns that have grown considerably in population and level of income (Diamanti 1993).  
  
In some cases the quality of this labor force and the number of productive firms is 
related to the inheritance of the labor structure of a sharecropping agricultural system. 
In such agricultural settings the family was the central productive structure in which 
roles were clearly assigned on a hierarchical basis, and independence, self-reliance and 
acquisitiveness were the dominant values, accompanied with an awareness of a shared 
interest with the ‘landowner’.  
  
Some observers have stressed the contradictory, intertwining forces in a market of this 
type. Although it is highly competitive, they claim that cooperation among local firms and 
the sharing of information and services are also essential7. In other words, the 
development of this social or ethnic market paradoxically encourages competitiveness at 
the same time that it promotes high levels of cooperation. What is clear to most 
observers is that in this type of social market, the community is not enslaved to the 
exigencies of the super-capitalist financial market.  
  
Since the mid-1970s, this new economy has become an alternative both to traditional big 
business capitalism and to an underground economy of cheap immigrant labor. It is a 
particular Italian phenomenon (Locke 1995: 27-64). For example, in 1983, with an 
industrial sector contributing 24.7 percent of the GDP, which was more or less the OECD 
average, Italy had the lowest level of salaried employees of all OECD countries. In 
contrast, by 1986, 90.6 percent of Italian firms with less than ten workers absorbed 40.3 
percent of the Italian labor force; 91.3 percent of the European Union firms were of the 
same kind but employed only 26.9 percent of the total labor force (Nanetti 1992: 13). 
  
Can the development of this type of economia diffusa, which especially developed in the 
North, be translated into electoral success for the Lega Nord ? Basically, the two blocks 
of regions where the economic diffusa is dominant are labeled the ‘white’ and the ‘red’ 
referring to the local subcultures. Veneto, Friuli, Trentino and the eastern provinces of 
Lombardy were traditionally the strongholds of the Christian Democratic Party in the 
North, while Emilia Romagna, Tuscany, Umbria and Marche were the strongholds of the 
Democratic Party of the Left (the former Communist Party). Ideologically, Christian 

                                                 
7 For more information see Rayneri (1988). 
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Democratic voters have been characterized by belonging to the Catholic subculture, 
which competed with the Communist subculture for the ideological hegemony of the 
country in the aftermath of World War II. Historically, both parties courted the lower 
classes of sharecroppers, artisans and later factory workers. However, only in areas 
where Christian Democracy dominated has Lega Nord activism become increasingly 
meaningful. In the regional elections of 1990, the Lega obtained 1,200,000 votes in 
Lombardy (18.9% of the electorate) and became the second most popular party behind 
the Christian Democrats. In 1992 it won 23 percent of the vote in Lombardy and gained 
81 seats in Parliament. In 1993, anti-establishment parties were the big winners in 
municipal elections. The Democratic Party of the Left was successful in the North but 
especially so in Rome and Naples, and a Lega candidate became mayor in Milan. 
However, as noted, the Lega was prominent in the North especially in the areas 
dominated by Christian Democrats. In the areas traditionally dominated by the 
Communists, the Democratic Party of the Left successfully adapted to new social and 
economic conditions. In the areas dominated by Christian democracy, a large part of the 
public was critical of the Christian Democrats’ mismanagement. As the works of Trigilia 
proved, the ‘red’ regions, especially Emilia Romagna, responded to the new demands by 
supporting all small firms (Triglia 1986). It may be that a belief in a more ‘interventionist’ 
economic policy prompted regional operators to be more active than in regions where a 
free-market orientation prevailed. Obviously, this implies intervention from the regional 
power rather than the central state, which was associated with bureaucratic stagnation 
rather than productionist interventionism. Paradoxically, the Christian Democrats were 
associated with the central state. During the seventies, as a result of the success of 
leftist coalitions in provincial, municipal and regional levels, the central government 
dominated by the Christian Democrats had eliminated all fiscal autonomy of local bodies 
in the northern and upper central areas of the country. Since the Christian Democrats 
planned to limit regionalization to mere administrative aspects, while revenues and 
taxation remained concentrated in Rome, the party was associated with central 
government and the infamous inefficiency characterizing the Italian central state. While 
the left succeeded in adapting to socio-economic changes and kept its influence in the 
areas of the Northeast, the middle classes felt betrayed by the central state and 
became ripe for a new type of political organization which combined efficiency and 
ethnicity and provided a middle road between left socialism and liberal Thatcherism. What 
might be concluded is that the left partially adopted itself to regionalism and became the 
most direct challenge to the Lega Nord . This partially explains the Lega Nord ‘s tactical 
endorsing of Berlusconi’s governing coalition.  
  
The ensuing question is whether the existence of a strong regional economy is the main 
factor behind the rise of a strongly ideological federalist movement and whether 
economic factors are the basis of a new ideology that purports to interpret a 
weltanschauung antithesis to the identity of the modern nation-state (Gobetti 1996: 
71). We must also inquire whether there is an inherent link between this new type of 
ideology and voting for the Lega Nord .  
  
I endorse D. Gobetti’s assertion that people in these areas reject a pure administrative 
version of the federation of regions as planned by the Christian Democrats. The latter 
advanced this type of regionalization in an attempt to resolve a purely organizational 
problem at a time when the people of the North had already developed their own 
ethnoregional identity (Gobetti 1996: 70-71).  
  
If the issue at stake was simply more efficient administration and the reduction of state 
intervention, then the political identification of the North should have been with a leader 
like Berlusconi. If, on the other hand, the North prioritized Italian nationalism, it would 
identify with the questionable fascist, but surely nationalist Alleanza Nazionale. But this 
was not the case, and despite the strategic alliance with the Alleanza in the Italian 
magnate Silvio Berlusconi’s coalition, the Lega Nord ‘s ethnoregionalist ideology was 
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hardly compatible with Berlusconi’s liberalism or with the Alleanza’s nationalism. For some 
analysts, however, there is some logic behind the coalition of the right, composed 
especially of anti-system populist parties not involved in tangentopoli8, which shared a 
common neo-corporatist line.9 I claim, however, that these neo-corporatist elements are 
not sufficiently compelling.  
  
While the Alleanza believes in the possibility of transforming the Italian state and 
Berlusconi’s interests are defended by a liberal state10, Bossi understands and promotes 
the end of the nation-state. While Berlusconi’s productivist capitalism needs the favors 
of the liberal state the Lega’s productionist ‘third way’ demands the withering away of 
the liberal state. As clearly manifested in the last election of 2001, the most urgent 
commitment in present times is the defeat of the republican national left. The Casa delle 
Libertà (The Home of Freedom, Berlusconi’s coalition) ‘defends traditional values….The 
left is still enclosed by communist methodology, proposes a model of society which does 
not work and that will hinder our identity’ (La Padania, 11 May 2001). Evidence of the 
short term common interests among the members of the coalition is the fact that despite 
Berlusconi having no need to include the Lega Nord in his cabinet, Bossi was nominated 
Minister for Institutional reforms. Together with the leader of the Alleanza, Gianfranco 
Fini, Bossi elaborated a plan to impede the entry into Italy of foreign workers without 
legal contracts with Italian firms. The idea shared by all members of the coalition was 
that the previous law of residence would not protect unemployed foreigners. However, 
this tactical union cannot conceal the fact that the synthesis of the cultural and the 
economic (or the cultural backing of the economic) turns the Lega not only against the 
republican left but makes it a potential opponent of Berlusconi’s type of corporate 
capitalism and mass media acculturalization. 
 
How is it possible that a particular body politic which have enjoyed political, military and 
economic blessings of the liberal revolution, have failed so miserably on the social and 
cultural levels. Why have...local communities in these bodies politically squandered their 
freedom and…let themselves be decapitated by the pitiful quality of mass culture, 
chaotic consumerism…. (Bossi 1997) 

 
In other words, the liberal state and the economic tycoons of globalization (Berlusconi is 
one of them), have ‘succeeded’ in destroying the cultural identities of local communities. 
At the same time, the liberal state has not been strong enough to create a cultural 
identity because it is directly connected with the ideas of liberal citizenship and modern 
capitalism.  
  
Finally, as some scholars observe, this economic ‘third way’, based in ethnoregionalism 
may also be valid for other developed countries in Europe. 11 They claim that the 
‘ethnicization’ of the market, conceived to protect it from liberalism, the welfare state 
and immigration, is a process that has appeared in several right-wing movements, 
especially in central Europe. This claim exactly fits Benoist’s concept of Europe’s ethnic 
federation of the most developed regions. According to Benoist, these are the countries 
of Mitteleuropa that represent the European alternative to American capitalism and 
cultural liberalism. Bossi expresses the ideological concept synthesized in the 
confrontation between two world conceptions and types of political organization. The 

                                                 
8 This a nickname meaning, literally, kickback city, which underlined the gap between the idealized image 
of Milan in the 1980s and the corrupt reality, especially from the Christian Democrats’ point of view. 
9 Gobetti (1996: 75) claims that Berlusconi’s corporatist elements are manifested in the transformation of 
his employees into the leader’s followers. The corporatist elements in the Alleanza are part of their 
fascist heritage, and the neo-corporatist face of the Lega is embedded in the conviction to determine who 
is and who is not endowed with a Northern identity. 
10 On the antinomies between the Alleanza and the Lega see Sznajder (1995). 
11 For more information see Hueglin (1986). 
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nation-state, expressed in its bureaucratic, democratic, welfare or neo liberal capitalist 
form, would be confronted by a new type of political organization defined as federal 
ethnoregionalism, which is productivist and ethno-pluralist. As Bossi notes,  
 
‘the game will be played on the one side by the ‘welfarist’ logic which is favored by the 
bureaucracy and big finance, and on the other, federalist liberalism functional to the 
society of small producers, of producers and workers…. [T]he Lega is convinced that this 
is the winning logic ’ (Bossi with Vimercati 1993: Chapter 6).12  
 
The next point to examine is how this ‘winning logic ’ is adapted to a new idea of organic 
European regionalization. This new ideological configuration that would have an impact at 
the European level, coincides with the Lega Nord ‘s adaptation of the ideological path of 
the New Right introduced to the Lega by Gianfranco Miglio since 1989.  
 
G. Miglio, the New Right and the Federalization of Regions:  
Gianfranco Miglio, one of the most recognized Italian intellectuals of the twentieth 
century, has recently died. In the tradition of neo-Machiavellian Italian political theory, 
he was the inspiration and promoter of the current federalist ideology that synthesized 
nationalism with an anti-state ideology. From the late 1980’s his impact on the Lega Nord 
and especially upon Bossi was so compelling that he was included in the Lega’s list to the 
senate, where he served in the last three terms of the senate and was active in various 
attempts to launch a deep constitutional reform in Italy. In 1994, the close relations 
between Miglio and Bossi led to a showdown, which resulted in Miglio’s resignation from 
the party. Miglio criticized Bossi’s political opportunism after he yielded to Berlusconi’s 
pressures not to nominate Miglio as minister for constitutional reforms. Berlusconi’s 
objections to Miglio stemmed from his stance against the unity of the Italian nation. 
Indeed, he had always been generally critical of the nation-state and of Italy in 
particular. He was a remarkable intellectual influenced by Carl Schmitt, as were several 
of his peers at the Catholic University in Milan. However, during the 1990’s, without 
abandoning his decisionist authoritarian position, usually associated with nationalism, he 
endorsed anti-national federalism. We might wonder how these two positions can 
harmonize. Indeed, Miglio, like Benoist and other younger intellectuals of the New Right, 
was critical of the Weberian concept of the impersonal or neutral state, which legitimizes 
the capitalist ‘ meritocratic ’ order. Although not an actual member of the New Right, 
Miglio holds similar beliefs. For example, he claims that there is a contradiction between 
the political state and the democratic state. Similar to other New Right intellectuals, 
Miglio contends that the nation-states in Europe have not been created by ‘nationalities’, 
namely cultural and ethnic regions, but by ‘the authoritarian exercise of political power 
which has hegemonized those who were governed and made them into an [artificial] 
nation’ (Miglio 1990). This modern nation-state is contrasted to the collective identity 
unfolding in smaller regions, since in the latter it has evolved naturally and has not been 
forced by state pressure. The regional nation is authentic and authentically represents 
the interests of its citizens. Miglio, similar to others in the New Right, believes that a new 
Europe should be divided into macro regions, which could establish the basis for a new 
type of federal Europe.  
  
The position, defended by the Lega Nord since the early 1990’s, is anchored in the New 
Right and Miglio’s concept of regional federalism. Bossi conceives a federalist system 
which grants governing powers (such as for military and foreign affairs) ‘to higher levels 
of the body politic which, at its pinnacle, form an efficient, well disciplined state…’ 
capable of protecting local communitarian freedoms (Miglio 1990). ‘The community of 
Padanian citizens … retains the right to establish regulations aimed at preventing the 

                                                 
12 The basic idea is that while great capitalist firms were similar to the welfare system in the sense that 
they were subsidized by the state and therefore support the political establishment, small and medium-
sized business were detached from the state aid. 
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deterioration of their ethnic and cultural heritage’ (The Padanian Citizens Bill, Article 6). 
This new federal state would be Europe but a Europe very different from the idea of a 
liberal European union or the German idea of a federation that permits inclusion of 
economically non-developed European regions. The ‘Lega Nord has no interest in passing 
from a group of classical nation-states to a new European super-State…. All those who… 
promote this historical development limit themselves to simply wanting to produce 
‘modern’ institutions of a State… already outdated’ (The Padanian Citizens Bill, Article 6).  
  
The federalist-autonomist drive of the Lega is based on the concept of fiscal residualism, 
and the idea of devoluzione, implying very clear rational economic and organizational 
demands. The Lega’s demands that the Italian return its political and economic 
prerogatives to the regions are shifted to the European framework. These demands are 
compatible with a European spirit promoted by the New Right because the Lega’s 
demands are parallel to the aristocratic, highly developed European regions. Indeed, the 
idea of an aristocratic productivist Europe is conflated to the idea of a bourgeois liberal 
and open Europe. ‘The Lega has rescued elements of the productive world … and blended 
them with the deepest values of Europe.’ This blend of nobility and populism that 
characterized the noble ‘Padano-European’ peoples could never be destroyed by either a 
rich aristocracy or by politicians (La Padania, 16 March 2001). Indeed the concept of 
‘productionism’ is embedded only in the type of ‘noble aristocracy’ representative of 
Europe, rather than of the nation-state. The underlying idea is that while the nation-
state and the liberal European Union represent the blend of interests of a rich 
aristocracy, a servile bureaucracy and corrupt politicians, a regional Europe relies upon a 
productionist aristocracy rooted in the deepest organic values of a European 
communitarianism. Even the underlying subtitle, Mitteleuropa, of the Lega Nord ‘s 
periodical, La Padania, hints at the New Right’s Europeanist trend within the Lega. 
Indeed, the Lega Nord ‘s concept of a ‘Europe of the Regions’ and the hundred flags is 
pitted against the idea of a liberal union, based on arguments similar to those raised by 
the New Right. The cultural nation, namely the region rather than the old nation-state 
constituted the central entity of European union. In the ‘…ethnic union a number of 
present-day States will experience the phenomenon of separation (the ones composed of 
different ethnicities)…’ in order to reintegrate into a different organic European union (El 
Pais, 10 May 2001). The Italian state, for instance, would be reconstructed into three 
republics: Padania, Etruria and a Republic of the South.  
  
Which of these Italian regions would endorse a new Europe of the regions? In principle it 
seems that only the Community of the Padanian peoples would be federated with the 
Scottish, the Danish, the German and the Flemish, etc. Echoing the New Right and Miglio, 
the Lega Nord maintained that the northern regions of Italy were gravitating towards 
Mitteleuropa, while the Center and the South were closer to their Mediterranean 
neighbors. In other words, the productive peoples are part of Mitteleuropa. Members of 
the new federal European state could be those relatively ‘small’ nation-states, such as 
Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Austria. The other members could be regions such as 
Catalonia, Scotland and Bavaria. This means that the wealthy ethno-states or ethno-
regions are to be included, into this new type of multicultural regional federalism, 
conceived as the only barrier against integration of non communitarian immigration and 
non-productive regions.  
  
Critics argue that the Lega’s main objective was less to put an end to the established 
political system than to put an end to Italy itself. In the their view, the Lega Nord ‘s 
vocation was ‘not that of a federalist but that of a secessionist type. They promote a 
generic Europeanist ideology only to hide the fact that they prefer the German (or 
Austrian) to the rest of the Italians’ (La Repubblica, 6 October 1992). I claim that these 
criticisms are flawed. Bossi does not prefer Germans to Italians. From different 
perspectives, neo-fascists like Benoist and right-wing ethnoregionalists like Bossi have 



 
 
 

Spektorowski, Ethnoregionalism 
 

 

68 

arrived at the conclusion that the ethnoregionalist idea is more than a simple redefinition 
of nation-state frontiers. It represents a new type of productionism and a new type of 
‘populist democracy’ in which an ethnic mythology is constructed in order to radicalize 
the difference from the others. An interview held by Damian Tambini with Bossi 
demonstrates that Bossi echoes the New Right’s political philosophy.  
  
Bossi notes that the government uses immigration to make sure that the parliament is 
not made up of citizens but of residents, people that do not care. It enfranchises these 
people because it knows that immigrants support a centralist state. Immigrants vote for 
a strong government out of fear. What causes this fear is discrimination from local 
communities. When asked whether local communities are naturally xenophobic, Bossi’s 
response was that ‘…local communities know they cannot evaporate. They resist, 
[because] [t]hey have local traditions’ (Tambini 1996: 268). Obviously, Bossi implies that 
local traditions are a natural barrier against foreigners, and his concept of citizenship is 
what Benoist and the New Right would define as an organic -cultural citizenship. The only 
real political participants in local communitarian democracies would be ethno-cultural 
citizens. These ethno-cultural roots might be invented or revitalized. However, the basic 
goal is that they should be useful to establish a cultural identity sufficiently impermeable 
to alien foreigners. Without a doubt, the Lega Nord sees itself not only as protecting its 
own market and culture but also as pioneers of a European resistance to global liberalism. 
Only a courageous minority during an era of ‘…liberal-Marxist woes, and a third-world 
demo-egalitarian uprising, can raise the banner of Europe resistance’ (La Padania, 14 
February 2001). Thus, by serving the interests of the North, the Lega Nord is not 
promoting national emancipation, but it is serving the interests of a broad anti-liberal 
ethnoregional Europe.  
 
Conclusion  
Analysts of the New Right correctly stress the ideological links between proto-fascist 
movements like the Italian MIS and the New Right as the basis of their common cultural 
fascist background.13 Some of them stress the economic liberalism and democratic 
Europeanism of the Lega Nord , and disentangle this movement from the ideological 
ethnoregionalism of the New Right. I claim, however, that the Lega Nord is precisely the 
movement that provides the political and economic content to the new discourse of 
cultural exclusion of the New Right. Rather than ‘laissez faire’ capitalism, the New Right 
promotes a ‘third way’ between Marxism and liberalism, a communitarian capitalist ‘third 
way’, between economic liberalism and state social-democracy. In this sense, the Lega 
Nord ‘s concept of social market should be seen, (despite the Lega Nord ‘s tactical 
alliance with Berlusconi), as contrasting to the ideas of corporate capitalism as well as to 
welfare socialism. In other words, the Lega Nord can be bracketed as a type of right-
wing populist movement that fosters a significant shift in economic thinking from 
Keynesianism to ‘liberal-productionism’ and should be considered in a similar vein with the 
New Right (Betz 1994: 103). Moreover, the Lega Nord ‘s struggle against the Italian 
republican state epitomizes the New Right’s theoretical criticism to French republican 
nationalism. Finally, the Lega is clearly intending to follow a strategy of consolidating a 
federation of ethnic regions, based in the New Right’s vision of Europe far-removed from 
the liberal type of European union.  
  
In this article I have attempted to prove that the New Right and the Lega Nord are two 
different but complementary faces of the new sophisticated right-wing ethnoregionalist 
ideology, the basis for a new discourse of exclusion. As explained, an ethnoregionalist 
ideology covers two goals. It sets a new basis for organic identification, deeper and more 
authentic than the nation-state, and is the most propitious framework for the raising of 
populist anti-liberal elites. It justifies segregation of foreigners, however, with clean 

                                                 
13 Piero Ignazi finds the footprints of the New Right in the MSI, especially in his ex-leader Pino Rauti and 
the intellectual Marco Tarchi. See Ignazi and Ysmal (1992: 115).  
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hands, and sets the intellectual basis for a new European union, anti-liberal, and 
culturally homogeneous.  
  
An analysis of the New Right and the Lega Nord thus forecasts new strategic paths of 
the anti-liberal right in Europe, regardless of its political strength during different periods 
of times. As noted, the New Right is not a political movement so it does not search for 
popular support. The Lega Nord has seen its political strength severely reduced in the 
last Italian elections of May 2001. While in 1996 the Lega Nord achieved a 10.1 per cent 
of the votes for the parliament, in 2001 it reached only 3.6 per cent. This decline in 
popular support, however, did not prevent Berlusconi from nominating Bossi as minister of 
Institutional reforms. As explained, despite strategic differences in the long run, the 
right-wing members of the government coalition coincided in a common tactical approach 
against the left, against the idea of a welfare state, while displaying a harsh attitude 
against illegal as well as legal immigration. I sustain that this uneasy coalition will not 
hold for very long; while the Lega Nord represents the identity politics of the future, 
Berlusconi is firmly attached to the ideas and style of the old populist Right and 
corporatist capitalism.  
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FORUM: NORTHERN IRELAND 
 
Devolution and the State of the Northern Ireland Peace Process 
Colin Irwin, Queen’s University Belfast 
 
About the Poll 
This research was undertaken by Dr. Colin Irwin of the Centre for the Study of Ethnic 
Conflict in the School of Politics at Queen’s University Belfast. The project was 
independently funded by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust. The public opinion survey 
work was conducted by Market Research Northern Ireland between January 31st and 
February 6th to produce 1000 ‘face to face’ interviews that represented a cross section of 
the adult population of Northern Ireland in terms of age, gender, social class, religious 
affiliation and geographical area. In all respects the poll was undertaken within the 
guidelines set out by the Market Research Society (UK) and in accordance with their code 
of conduct. This poll is the ninth in a series published by the Belfast Telegraph. They are 
reviewed in the author’s book The People’s Peace Process in Northern Ireland (Palgrave 
2002) with full statistical reports available at http://www.peacepolls.org. 
 
The Collapse of Middle Ground Politics? 
The interviews for this poll seem to have been undertaken at a politically sensitive time. 
The 17% refusal rate for the political support question is the highest recorded (Table 1). 
If, as has happened in the past, Sinn Féin and DUP supporters are less inclined to declare 
their party of choice then Sinn Féin at 17% could be ‘neck and neck’ with the SDLP at 
19% and the DUP at 16% could be closing on the UUP at 21%. A poll undertaken for the 
BBC Hearts and Minds programme last October put Sinn Féin ahead of the SDLP. That poll 
also placed Alliance at an all time low of just 3%. Their situation has not improved and the 
PUP are down from 4 to 2% and Women’s Coalition down from 2 to 1%. The UUP and SDLP 
may be feeling ‘the squeeze’ from the DUP and Sinn Féin but so too are all the smaller pro-
Agreement parties. The people of Northern Ireland appear to be moving away from the 
voices of moderation and accommodation and back into their separate political camps. 
 
Table 1. Which ONE of these Northern Ireland political parties do you support? 
 

% support - February 2003 

UUP/Ulster Unionist Party 21 
SDLP/Social Democratic Labour 
Party 

19 

DUP/Democratic Unionist Party 16 

Sinn Féin 17 

Alliance 3 

UKUP/United Kingdom Unionist Party * 

PUP/Progressive Unionist Party 2 

Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition 1 

Other 4 

Refused 17 
* Less than 0.5%  

 
Support for the Agreement at All Time Low 
Pollsters get nervous when they have to ask the people of Northern Ireland how they 
voted in the May 1998 referendum because the result will reveal any fundamental flaws in 
the quality of their research. On this occasion the response was ‘spot on’ at 71% ‘Yes’ 
(Table 2). But that is as far as the positive results for this poll and the fortunes of the 
Belfast Agreement go. Support for the Agreement has reached an all time low of 62% with 
only 36% of Protestants saying they would still vote for it (Table 3). Catholic support, 
however, remains high at 90%. Protestant support for the Agreement hit its high point in 
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May 2000 just after the IRA said they would ‘completely and verifiably put their arms 
beyond use’. Could the IRA ‘save’ the Agreement again? Perhaps, but bringing back the 
Protestant pro-Agreement vote from a low of 36% will not be an easy task without ‘Acts 
of Completion’. 
 
Table 2. How did you vote in the referendum for the Belfast Agreement? 
 

 All of NI Protestant Catholic DUP UUP PUP Alliance SDLP Sinn Fein 

Yes 71 53 90 20 73 69 85 95 87 

No 29 47 10 80 27 31 15 5 13 

 
Table 3. And if the Referendum was held today how would you vote? 
 

 All of NI Protestant Catholic DUP UUP PUP Alliance SDLP Sinn Fein 

Yes 62 36 90 11 49 18 81 94 89 

No 38 64 10 89 51 82 19 6 11 

 
 Date All NI Protestant Catholic 

Referendum for Belfast Agreement May 1998 71 • • 

Would still vote for Belfast Agreement October 1999 65 49 88 

Would still vote for Belfast Agreement May 2000 74 55 94 

Would still vote for Belfast Agreement October 2000 69 47 94 

Would still vote for Belfast Agreement November 2002 61 43 85 

Would still vote for Belfast Agreement February 2003 62 36 90 

 
But unprecedented movement to full implementation of the Belfast Agreement could still 
restore confidence. Although the percentage of those wishing to see the Belfast 
Agreement work is also at an all time low of 75%, down from a maximum of 93% four years 
ago, a majority of Protestants, 60%, are still willing to lend their support to the peace 
process providing, of course, the pro-Agreement parties and two governments can make it 
work (Table 4). 
 
Table 4. Do you want the Belfast Agreement to work? 
 

 All of NI Protestant Catholic DUP UUP PUP Alliance SDLP Sinn Fein 

Yes 75 60 92 29 75 53 96 95 91 

No 22 37 5 67 22 47 0 4 6 

 
 Date All NI Protestant Catholic 

Want Belfast Agreement to work February 1999 93 89 97 

Want Belfast Agreement to work October 1999 83 72 98 

Want Belfast Agreement to work May 2000 85 74 98 

Want Belfast Agreement to work February 2003 75 60 92 

 
Decommissioning back at the top of everyone’s ‘To Do Lists’ 
In October 1999, May 2000 and February 2003 the people of Northern Ireland were asked 
to pass judgement on the different parts of the Belfast Agreement and say which ones 
they were ‘Very satisfied’ with, ‘Satisfied’ with, ‘Only just satisfied’ with, ‘Not satisfied’ 
with or ‘Not satisfied with at all’. It will come as no surprise that the level of 
dissatisfaction for the Protestant community has risen to an all time average high of 62% 
‘Not satisfied’ or ‘Not satisfied at all’ (Table 5). But for Catholics the picture is very 
different. Their level of dissatisfaction has fallen steadily across all three polls from an 
average of 51% ‘Not satisfied’ or ‘Not satisfied at all’ in 1999 to 44% in 2000 and 42% in 
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the most recent poll. Why? The explanation is simple. For Protestants ‘Decommissioning of 
paramilitary weapons’ was always at the top of their ‘to do list’ and that item has not 
begun to be addressed to their satisfaction. For Catholics, however, many of the top 
items on their ‘to do list’ are getting dealt with. Police reform, for example, has moved 
from being their number one priority in May 2000 down to number eight. Decommissioning 
was their main concern in October 1999 at 63% ‘Not satisfied’ or ‘Not satisfied at all’. It 
fell to a low of only 38% in May 2000 after the IRA pronouncements but it is back up to 
60% in this poll. Sinn Féin are skilled negotiators and many would say they have served 
their community well in recent years but perhaps, with decommissioning back at the top of 
both communities’ ‘to do lists’ they are now running the risk of over playing their hand. It 
should also be noted, however, that a new item introduced for this poll, ‘The stability of 
the institutions of government’, is number two on the Catholic list and number three on 
the Protestants’. Political instability is clearly, almost universally, unpopular. 
 
Table 5. Dissatisfaction with implementation of the Belfast Agreement 
 

 Protestant 
% not satisfied* 

Oct. 
1999 

May 
2000 

Feb. 
2003 

 Catholic 
% not satisfied* 

Oct. 
1999 

May 
2000 

Feb. 
2003 

1 
Decommissioning of 
paramilitary 
weapons. 

88 74 84 1 
Decommissioning of 
paramilitary 
weapons. 

63 38 60 

2 
The reform of 
policing. 69 69 74 2 

The stability of the 
institutions of 
government. 

- - 55 

3 

The stability of the 
institutions of 
government. 

- - 70 3 

The full 
implementation of all 
parts of the 
Agreement together. 

56 47 54 

4 
The reform of the 
criminal justice 
system. 

65 65 70 4 
Demilitarisation and 
Normalisation. 59 56 53 

5 Demilitarisation and 
Normalisation. 

66 59 70 5 Support for victims of 
the ‘Troubles’. 

48 41 49 

6 
The North/South 
Ministerial Council. 52 49 68 6 

Obligations to non-
violence, peace and 
democracy. 

52 43 48 

7 
The British/Irish 
Council. 55 51 67 7 

The present status of 
Northern Ireland as 
part of the UK. 

42 50 47 

8 Support for victims of 
the ‘Troubles’. 

74 66 65 8 The reform of 
policing. 

61 61 44 

9 
Obligations to non-
violence, peace and 
democracy. 

74 65 65 9 
The reform of the 
criminal justice 
system. 

56 61 44 

10 

The full 
implementation of all 
parts of the 
Agreement together. 

63 57 63 10 
Reconciliation and 
improved community 
relations. 

- - 44 

11 The Civic Forum. 52 51 62 11 The Northern Ireland 
Executive. 

57 44 40 

12 The Northern Ireland 
Assembly. 

30 52 61 12 The Northern Ireland 
Assembly. 

49 41 38 

13 The Northern Ireland 
Executive. 

58 56 61 13 A Bill of Rights for 
Northern Ireland. 

52 38 38 

14 

Reconciliation and 
improved community 
relations. 

- - 61 14 

The Principle of 
Consent of NI people 
to decide their 
Status. 

40 34 36 

15 The Equality 
Commission. 

47 49 58 15 The Civic Forum. 47 39 35 

16 A Bill of Rights for 
Northern Ireland. 

50 50 57 16 The British/Irish 
Council. 

49 42 35 
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17 Cultural and 
language rights. 

50 50 55 17 The Equality 
Commission. 

45 40 34 

18 
The Northern Ireland 
Human Rights 
Commission. 

47 49 54 18 
The Northern Ireland 
Human Rights 
Commission. 

45 39 34 

19 Social and economic 
programs. 

- - 52 19 Cultural and 
language rights. 

50 46 34 

20 

The Principle of 
Consent of NI people 
to decide their 
Status. 

53 49 51 20 Social and economic 
programs. 

- - 32 

21 
North/South 
implementation 
bodies. 

56 51 50 21 
The North/South 
Ministerial Council. 48 36 31 

22 
The present status of 
Northern Ireland as 
part of the UK. 

43 39 40 22 
North/South 
implementation 
bodies. 

49 38 31 

 Average 58 55 62  Average 51 44 42 
 
*’Not satisfied’ or ‘Not satisfied at all’ 
 
The Northern Ireland Blame Game 
One of the most popular cross community activities in Northern Ireland is playing the 
‘Blame Game’. It is difficult to understand why when matches nearly always seem to end in 
a draw. In this poll, 61% of the people of Northern Ireland thought it ‘very probable’ or 
‘probable’ that the Belfast Agreement and peace process will collapse if ‘Devolved 
Government is not restored to Northern Ireland or if Sinn Féin are excluded from holding 
Ministerial posts in the Executive’ (Table 6). Sixty one% believed this would happen 
‘because Unionists will not work the Agreement in good faith’ and 61% thought it was the 
fault of the Republicans. These figures rose to 84% of Sinn Féin supporters blaming 
Unionists and 82% of DUP supporters blaming Republicans. SDLP supporters thought the 
UUP could have done more to work with them while UUP supporters thought the SDLP had 
not done enough. But everyone was quite even handed when it came to blaming the two 
governments at 58% for Protestants, 56% for Catholics, 55% for DUP supporters, 60% for 
the UUP, 51% for the SDLP and 60% for Sinn Féin. 
 
Table 6. The Belfast Agreement and peace process will collapse… 
 

Reason All of 
NI 

Protestant Catholic DUP UUP SDLP Sinn 
Fein 

Because Unionists will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

61 44 82 45 46 85 84 

Because Republicans will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

61 73 48 82 71 62 26 

Because the SDLP have not done everything 
they could to work with the UUP. 

42 53 31 58 55 30 29 

Because the UUP have not done everything 
they could to work with the SDLP. 

51 41 64 43 39 63 72 

Because of the lack of co-operation and 
determined commitment by the two 
governments. 

57 58 56 55 60 51 60 

 
When the question of ‘blame’ is looked at over time, like so many other statistics reported 
in this poll, the level of ‘blame’ is up from the lows of May 2000. But so too, more 
seriously, are fears about increased paramilitary activity - particularly Loyalist paramilitary 
activity. Seventy two% of UUP supporters now think it ‘Very probable’ or ‘Probable’ that 
‘Dissident Loyalist paramilitary groups will become more active’ compared to 59% in May 
2000 and 83% of Sinn Féin supporters share this view compared to 61% in May 2000 
(Table 7). Concerns about Dissident Republicans remain unchanged for Ulster Unionists at 
68% but it is on the rise for Sinn Féin supporters from 45% in May 2000 to 53% for this 
poll. 
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Table 7. Blame and fear 
 

% - ‘Very probable’ or ‘probable’ UUP  
March 99 

UUP 
Oct. 99 

UUP 
May 2000 

UUP 
Feb. 2003 

The Belfast Agreement and peace process will 
collapse because Unionists will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

23 59 38 46 

The Belfast Agreement and peace process will 
collapse because Republicans will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

49 78 59 71 

Dissident Republican paramilitary groups will 
become more active. 

69 85 68 68 

The IRA and other Republican groups will break 
their cease-fires and return to war. 

66 84 64 65 

Dissident Loyalist paramilitary groups will 
become more active. 

65 79 59 72 

The UVF, UFF and other Loyalist groups will 
break their cease-fires and return to war. 

57 71 56 69 

 

% - ‘Very probable’ or ‘probable’ Sinn Féin 
March 99 

Sinn Féin 
Oct. 99 

Sinn Féin 
May 2000 

Sinn Féin 
Feb. 2003 

The Belfast Agreement and peace process will 
collapse because Unionists will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

83 88 61 84 

The Belfast Agreement and peace process will 
collapse because Republicans will not work the 
Agreement in good faith. 

44 19 13 26 

Dissident Republican paramilitary groups will 
become more active. 

72 40 45 53 

The IRA and other Republican groups will break 
their cease-fires and return to war. 

39 27 14 35 

Dissident Loyalist paramilitary groups will 
become more active. 

81 76 61 83 

The UVF, UFF and other Loyalist groups will 
break their cease-fires and return to war. 

61 64 52 75 

 
Trust in ‘Free Fall’ 
Starting with the poll done for the Mitchell Review in October 1999 people were asked to 
indicate which of the governments and parties who agreed to the terms of the Belfast 
Agreement they: ‘Trust a lot’, ‘Trust a little’, are ‘Not sure about’, ‘Do not trust’ or ‘Do not 
trust at all’. The same question was asked again in May 2000 and in this poll. Trust, quite 
simply, is in ‘free fall’ for all the pro-Agreement parties, and for the British and Irish 
governments, in both the Protestant and Catholic communities. For Protestants ‘Trust a 
lot’ or ‘Trust a little’ has fallen from 37% on average in 1999 to 30% in 2000 and 17% in 
2003 (Table 8). For Catholics, the average has fallen from 48% in 1999 and 2000 to 34% 
in 2003. 
 
Table 8. Trust and the Belfast Agreement 
 

Protestant – % – ‘Trust a lot’ or ‘Trust a little’ Oct. 1999 May 2000 Feb. 2003 
The British Government. 48 42 27 
The Irish Government. 35 27 9 
The Ulster Unionist Party. 60 51 33 
The Progressive Unionist Party. 49 37 26 
The Alliance Party. 40 28 14 
The Women’s Coalition. 30 23 14 
The SDLP. 30 26 11 
Sinn Féin. 5 8 3 
Average 37 30 17 

 
Catholic – % – ‘Trust a lot’ or ‘Trust a little’ Oct. 1999 May 2000 Feb. 2003 



 
 
 

Forum: Northern Ireland 
 
 

 76 

The British Government. 48 42 26 
The Irish Government. 48 68 39 
The Ulster Unionist Party. 29 28 12 
The Progressive Unionist Party. 27 20 11 
The Alliance Party. 46 36 32 
The Women’s Coalition. 55 45 44 
The SDLP. 77 78 62 
Sinn Féin. 51 69 48 
Average 48 48 34 

 
Still the ‘Government and Guns’ Problem 
People from different communities often hold very different views about the causes of 
continued conflict in Northern Ireland and suspension of the Assembly. From a list of 
eighteen frequently referred to sources of failure people were asked to indicate which 
ones they considered to be ‘Very Significant’ ‘Significant’, ‘Of Some Significance’, ‘Of Little 
Significance’ or ‘Of No Significance’ at all. These causes of political failure are listed in the 
table in their order of significance. Although both Protestants and Catholics now place 
Decommissioning at the top of their ‘to do lists’ they clearly see this issue in very different 
terms as problems (Table 9). For Protestants, the failure of Republicans to abandon 
violence comes first at 42% ‘Very significant’ followed by the failure to put Sinn Féin out 
of the Executive at 36% and Loyalist violence at 27%. For Catholics the threat of 
suspension comes first at 43% ‘Very significant’ followed by the UUP threat to ‘walk out’ 
and no penalty for doing so at 38%. For Catholics these political failures are the causes of 
continued violence coming in fourth at 37% ‘Very significant’. This same item is eighth on 
the Protestant list at only 20%. But isn’t this just the ‘Government and Guns’ problem 
looked at in a slightly different way? Surely by now the political leaders in each community 
understand this dynamic very well. It has to be fixed. It is destroying the peace process. 
 
Table 9. Protestant and Catholic perceptions of the causes of political failure 
 

 Protestant, % Very 
Significant 

Catholic, % Very 
Significant 

1 The failure of Republicans to 
abandon violence. 

42 The peace process is threatened 
by suspension. 

43 

2 The failure to exclude Sinn Féin 
from the Executive. 

36 The UUP threat to ‘walk out’. 
 

38 

3 The failure of Loyalists to abandon 
violence. 

27 No political penalty for 
withdrawing Ministers. 

38 

4 The British have failed to honour 
their commitments. 

22 The failure to create a political 
environment to end violence. 

37 

5 The Irish have failed to honour 
their commitments. 

21 The failure of the Executive to 
work together and lead. 

36 

6 The peace process is threatened 
by suspension. 

21 The failure of Loyalists to abandon 
violence. 

36 

7 The failure of the Executive to 
work together and lead. 

20 The DUP are not behind the 
Belfast Agreement. 

33 

8 The failure to create a political 
environment to end violence. 

20 Community leaders failure to deal 
with sectarianism. 

32 

9 Police reform has gone too far. 
 

20 Government failure to deal with 
sectarianism. 

30 

10 The DUP are not behind the 
Belfast Agreement. 

18 The Security Services failure to 
abandon illegal methods. 

29 

11 Government failure to deal with 
sectarianism. 

17 The British have failed to honour 
their commitments. 

27 

12 Community leaders failure to deal 
with sectarianism. 

17 The failure of Republicans to 
abandon violence. 

25 

13 No political penalty for 
withdrawing Ministers. 

14 Police reform has not gone far 
enough. 

25 

14 The Security Services failure to 
abandon illegal methods. 

13 The failure to exclude Sinn Féin 
from the Executive. 

18 

15 Loyalists excluded from the 
political process. 

13 The Irish have failed to honour 
their commitments. 

18 
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16 Nationalist and Unionist blocks of 
votes maintain divisions. 

13 Nationalist and Unionist blocks of 
votes maintain divisions. 

15 

17 The UUP threat to ‘walk out’. 
 

12 Loyalists excluded from the 
political process. 

12 

18 Police reform has not gone far 
enough. 

12 Police reform has gone too far. 
 

6 

 
Who Wants Devolution and Accountable Democracy? 
The two governments have set the pro-Agreement parties a task. Come up with a plan for 
full implementation of the Belfast Agreement by March 3rd and then have Assembly 
elections on May 1st. But even if a deal can be struck do the people of Northern Ireland 
still want one or has this experiment in devolution and accountable democracy run its 
course? 
 
With these points in mind people were asked, ‘Do you think Direct Rule or Devolved 
Government is best for Northern Ireland?’ 66% said ‘yes’ to devolved government and 31% 
‘no’ (the remaining 3% were non-responses). But only a narrow majority of Protestants 
said ‘yes’, 49% to 47% ‘no’. Catholics came in at 84% ‘yes’, SDLP 88%, Sinn Féin 82%, 
Alliance 76%, PUP 53%, UUP 50% and DUP 34%. In general people do want Devolution 
but, at present, Protestants could ‘take it or leave it’, or so it would seem (Table 10). 
 
Table 10. Is Direct Rule or Devolved Government best for Northern Ireland? 
 

 All of NI Protestan
t 

Catholic DUP UUP PUP Allianc
e 

SDLP Sinn Fein 

Direct Rule 31 47 13 63 46 47 24 10 14 
Devolved 
Government 

66 49 84 34 50 53 76 88 82 

 
With regard to elections three different options were put to the people of Northern Ireland 
and they were invited to say which ones they considered to be ‘Essential’, ‘Desirable’, 
‘Acceptable’, ‘Tolerable’ or ‘Unacceptable’. ‘Elections only when agreement is reached and 
devolution restored...’ was the least popular option at 50% ‘Essential’ or ‘Desirable’ (Table 
11). Then came elections instead of suspension at 53% and elections on the agreed date 
next May at 60%. There was very little difference between the two communities and 
various parties on this issue. People would prefer to exercise their democratic rights in 
accordance with the law. But none of the options were strongly opposed with large 
percentages of ‘Unacceptable’. 
 
Table 11. Election preferences 
 

All Northern Ireland, % Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerable Unacceptable 

Elections should only be held when 
agreement is reached and devolved powers 
are restored to the Northern Ireland 
Assembly. 

25 25 27 9 14 

Elections should be held on the agreed date 
next May. 

31 29 26 8 6 

Elections should be held instead of 
suspension. 

27 26 30 6 11 

 
The outcome of a May election is too close to call. The gap between the UUP and DUP is 
closing and the gap between the SDLP and Sinn Féin may have already closed. But people 
want greater political certainty in their lives and with this point in mind they were asked 
which combination of First and Deputy First Minister they thought would produce the 
greatest stability for Northern Ireland? The results are unambiguous (Table 12). Forty 
three% thought a UUP/SDLP ‘ticket’ would be best with the DUP/SDLP coming in second at 
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11% followed by a UUP/SF ‘ticket’ at 9% and lastly the DUP and Sinn Féin sharing power 
at just 2%. Sixty eight% of UUP supporters and 76% of SDLP supporters thought the 
UUP/SDLP ‘ticket’ was a good idea. Party strategists may wish to give this result some 
thought. 
 
Table 12. First and Deputy First Minister and political stability 
 

Ticket All of NI Protestant Catholic DUP UUP SDLP Sinn Fein 

UUP – SDLP 43 44 44 20 68 76 20 

UUP – SF 9 1 17 2 1 5 37 

DUP – SDLP 11 16 7 40 4 8 5 

DUP – SF 2 2 3 4 0 1 6 

None of them 34 35 27 33 24 10 31 

 
Steps Towards a Lasting Peace and Political Stability 
People from different communities often hold very different views about the steps that 
need to be taken in order to secure a lasting peace and political stability in Northern 
Ireland. For every problem dealt with in this poll, solutions were also tested by asking 
everyone interviewed which ones they considered to be ‘Essential’, ‘Desirable’, 
‘Acceptable’, ‘Tolerable’ or ‘Unacceptable’. 
 
With regard to the Belfast Agreement and institutional stability a clear majority of the 
people of Northern Ireland still think it is a good idea to fully implement the Belfast 
Agreement at 33% ‘Essential’, 22% ‘Desirable’, 17% ‘Acceptable, 11% ‘Tolerable’ and 16% 
‘Unacceptable’ (Table 13). Of those strongly opposed to the Agreement they were 60% 
‘Unacceptable’ for the DUP, 29% for Protestants and 15% for the UUP. New measures 
introduced to help improve stability were even more acceptable across both communities. 
Implementation reports were 81% ‘Essential’, ‘Desirable’ or ‘Acceptable’; commitments to 
stability 84%; exclusion for threatening stability 86% and exclusion for not adhering to 
exclusively peaceful means 84%. Only 16% of Sinn Féin supporters found this option 
‘Unacceptable’. 
 
Table 13. Implementation of the Belfast Agreement 
 

Aspect of Implementation Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerabl
e 

Unacceptabl
e 

Fully implement all aspects of the Belfast 
Agreement. 

33 22 17 11 16 

The Implementation Committee should report 
regularly to the people of Northern Ireland. 

34 27 20 11 9 

All Assembly parties should make a 
commitment to the stability of all the 
institutions and exclusively democratic and 
peaceful means. 

40 25 19 10 6 

The Government and Parties should clearly 
say when a party can be excluded from the 
Executive for threatening the stability of the 
institutions. 

38 30 18 7 7 

The Government and Parties should clearly 
say when a party can be excluded from the 
Executive for not adhering to exclusively 
democratic and peaceful means. 

39 27 18 8 7 

 
More people now think making changes to the Belfast Agreement to ensure its political 
stability (53% ‘Essential’ or Desirable’) would be a better course of action than making no 
changes at all (37% ‘Essential’ of ‘Desirable’). Policies for increasing the representation of 
women in government comes in at 50% ‘Essential’ or ‘Desirable’ while opinions on changing 
the Unionist and Nationalist system of block votes and rotating Ministerial posts with 
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smaller parties has less support at 39% and 42% respectively. Views are ‘mixed’ on these 
issues (Table 14). 
 
Table 14. Changes to the Belfast Agreement 
 

Proposed Change Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerabl
e 

Unacceptabl
e 

Make appropriate changes to the Belfast 
Agreement to ensure political stability. 

27 26 21 10 16 

Voting should not be exclusively organised 
around Unionist and Nationalist blocks. 

17 22 34 14 12 

Some Ministerial and senior Committee posts 
should be rotated between the smaller 
Assembly parties. 

17 24 32 12 14 

Policies should be put in place to increase the 
representation of women in government. 

22 28 28 16 6 

Or make no changes to the Belfast Agreement 
at all. 

18 19 20 17 25 

 
But there is a strong consensus when it comes to putting in place new policies to deal 
with the problems of community relations. Establishing an Assembly Committee to monitor 
the management of community relations, equality and Human Rights is 28% ‘Essential’, 
34% ‘Desirable’, 25% ‘Acceptable’, 8% ‘Tolerable’ and only 4% ‘Unacceptable’ (Table 15). 
More effective policies to deal with the problems of community division and integration are 
likewise strongly supported and it is difficult to understand, given this consensus, why 
such a committee and policies have not been put into action. 
 
Table 15. Community relations 
 

Community Relations Policy Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerabl
e 

Unacceptabl
e 

Establish an Assembly Committee to monitor 
the management of community relations, 
equality and Human Rights. 

28 34 25 8 4 

All government policies should be screened 
for their impact on community divisions. 

31 36 21 9 2 

It should be the duty of all government 
departments and agencies to provide 
opportunities for community integration. 

33 35 22 8 2 

 
When it comes to questions of justice and reconciliation the consensus is even stronger. 
Seventy two% of the people of Northern Ireland believe it is ‘Essential’ or ‘Desirable’ for 
the two governments and all the parties to the conflict to make an honest and full 
accounting of any past misdeeds and abuses (Table 16). Similarly 79% want them to stop 
blaming others and say what role they played in the Troubles and 80% want them to co-
operate with all relevant public inquiries. 
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Table 16. The two governments and all the parties to the conflict should: 
 

Government Policy Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerabl
e 

Unacceptabl
e 

Make an honest and full accounting of any 
past misdeeds and abuses. 

48 26 15 7 4 

Stop simply blaming others and say what role 
they played in the Troubles. 

53 26 11 7 3 

Fully co-operate with all relevant public 
inquiries. 

54 26 12 6 3 

 
Not unexpectedly this consensus breaks down when it comes to the politically difficult 
issues of justice and policing. Thirty six% of Protestants consider it ‘Unacceptable’ to 
complete the process of police reform rising to 62% for DUP supporters but falling to 29% 
for the UUP (Table 17). Similarly 38% of Protestants do not want Sinn Féin on the Policing 
Board rising to 72% of DUP supporters but falling to 24% for the UUP. However, in this 
case, 30% of Sinn Féin supporters also consider having their party take up their seats on 
the Policing Board to be ‘Unacceptable’. This is a sensitive issue for everyone but having 
responsibility for justice and policing devolved to the Assembly is less problematic with 
only 14% of the people of Northern Ireland rejecting such a move as ‘Unacceptable’. 
 
Table 17. Justice and policing 
 

Proposed Policy All of NI Protestan
t 

Catholic DUP UUP SDLP Sinn Fein 

The reform of the PSNI should be 
completed. 

20 36 2 62 29 2 4 

All parties with seats on the Policing 
Board should take up their posts 
including Sinn Féin. 

27 38 14 72 24 1 30 

Responsibility for Justice and Policing 
should be devolved to the Northern 
Ireland Assembly. 

14 17 11 31 10 7 20 

 
The people of Northern Ireland, particularly the Protestant community, do not like the idea 
of offenders being set free or given amnesty, they never did. But if paramilitaries allow 
exiled persons to ‘come home’ then only 42% of Protestants would consider making a deal 
on paramilitary fugitives, or ‘On the Runs’ (OTRs), to be ‘Unacceptable’ (Table 18). If 
paramilitaries could also secure public confidence in a lasting peace then so much the 
better at 39% ‘Unacceptable’. However, it is interesting to note that this Protestant 
resistance to dealing with offenders drops to just 29% ‘Unacceptable’ when members of 
the State Security Services are included. This, of course, is largely a matter for the British 
Government and if any dealing is done on this issue it will probably be done behind closed 
doors. But in the absence of an end to all paramilitary activity no one can reasonably 
expect Unionist politicians to accept any changes to the status of OTRs without the 
strongest of complaints. 
 
Table 18. ‘On the Runs’ 
 

Proposed Policy All of NI Protestan
t 

Catholic DUP UUP SDLP Sinn Fein 

Paramilitaries should allow all exiled 
persons to ‘come home’ before the 
question of their fugitives is dealt with. 

31 42 20 49 51 30 9 

Paramilitaries should complete all 
necessary steps to secure public 
confidence in a lasting peace before the 
question of their fugitives is dealt with. 

28 39 17 45 46 22 17 

Paramilitary fugitives should be given 
amnesty. 

44 59 29 66 66 41 12 
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Paramilitary fugitives should only be 
given amnesty after they have given an 
account of their activities to the 
authorities. 

39 49 29 54 57 26 35 

Paramilitary fugitives should be 
processed through the courts and then 
‘released on license’. 

37 43 32 47 52 29 40 

Security Service and other state 
offenders should be treated the same as 
paramilitary offenders. 

23 29 18 33 32 23 15 

 
Needless to say almost everyone wants an end to all paramilitary activity. So the very 
practical question that must be answered here is where the points of least and greatest 
difficulty lies for those paramilitaries. The Ulster Democratic Party is no more and the PUP 
are not as large a party as they once were, so this poll is not able to provide much reliable 
information on Loyalist thinking beyond saying that most PUP supporters interviewed did 
not oppose an end to paramilitary activity as ‘Unacceptable’. The statistics for Sinn Féin, 
however, are far more reliable. When it comes to ending any involvement in organised 
crime, targeting, paramilitary attacks, punishment beatings and intelligence gathering 
operations there does not seem to be a problem, with only between 2 and 5% of Sinn Féin 
supporters opposing such policies as ‘Unacceptable’ (Table 19). But 21% consider 
decommissioning all paramilitary weapons to be ‘Unacceptable’ and 27% are similarly 
opposed to disbanding their organisation while 28% are opposed to ‘Standing Down’. 
 
Table 19. The IRA and Loyalist paramilitaries should: 
 

Proposal All of NI Protestan
t 

Catholic DUP UUP SDLP Sinn Fein 

End any involvement in organised crime. 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 

End all targeting. 2 2 2 2 1 0 2 
End all paramilitary attacks and 
‘punishment beatings’. 

2 1 2 0 1 0 3 

End all their intelligence gathering 
operations. 

2 2 2 1 1 0 5 

Require their members to ‘Stand Down’. 6 2 11 1 0 2 28 

Decommission all their weapons. 5 3 8 1 2 1 21 

Disband their paramilitary organisations. 6 3 11 1 1 1 27 

 
But when it comes to more general policies to help ensure peace and security the 
Northern Ireland consensus is restored. Nearly everyone wants normalisation at 41% 
‘Essential’, 32% ‘Desirable’, 21% ‘Acceptable’,  4% ‘Tolerable’ and only 3% ‘Unacceptable’ 
(Table 20). Similarly, almost everyone supports an independent monitor to report on all 
aspects of violence and an independent commissioner to draw up plans and monitor 
progress towards normalisation and peace. They also want the British and Irish 
governments to direct their security services to end all paramilitary activity and would like 
programs of regeneration and transformation to assist communities with paramilitary links 
to achieve ‘normalisation’. Three million pounds has already been allocated to this end. 
 
Table 20. Ensuring Peace and Security 
 

Proposed Policy Essentia
l 

Desirabl
e 

Acceptabl
e 

Tolerabl
e 

Unacceptabl
e 

The British Government should take all 
necessary steps to normalise security 
arrangements in Northern Ireland. 

41 32 21 4 3 

An independent monitor should report on all 
aspects of violence in Northern Ireland and 
who was responsible. 

34 36 23 4 2 
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An independent commissioner should draw up 
plans for and monitor progress towards 
normalisation and peace. 

33 35 24 5 3 

The British and Irish governments should 
direct their security, police and legal services 
to use all possible means to end all 
paramilitary activity. 

40 30 24 5 4 

Programs of regeneration and transformation 
should be established to assist communities 
with paramilitary links to achieve 
‘normalisation’. 

36 34 22 6 2 

 
No one will be surprised at the resistance of some Protestants to continued police reform 
and the reticence of some Sinn Féin supporters to go beyond a simple end to paramilitary 
activity. And the question of OTRs, like early prisoner releases, was always going to be 
controversial. But what is perhaps surprising is the almost unanimous acceptance, across 
both communities, of all the other proposals put forward to make the Belfast Agreement 
work. In this context it is difficult to understand why the two governments and pro-
Agreement parties have waited until now to tackle questions of stability, community 
relations and normalisation in a more engaged way. It would seem to be the case that the 
people have got ahead of the politicians. Hopefully, now, the two governments and pro-
Agreement parties will do what has to be done to catch up. 
 
What can be Done if the Negotiations Fail 
If the negotiations on the future of the Belfast Agreement fail what should the 
Governments and parties do? A series of options were put to the people of Northern 
Ireland on this issue and here it may be helpful to put them in order of least resistance as 
percentages of ‘Unacceptable’ (Table 21). As Table 21 shows, no one seems to be willing 
to quite give up on the Belfast Agreement yet and the new institutions it has created. 
 
Table 21. Actions to be taken if negotiations fail 
 

Proposal 

All of 
Northern 
Ireland, 

% 
The Civic Forum should be maintained as a public voice. 7 
A Shadow Executive should be established to advise the 
Government. 

9 

The Assembly Committees should be re-established to advise each 
Government department. 

9 

Bring in an electoral system that more evenly distributes seats and 
power between the small and large parties. 

11 

The two Governments should move quickly and decisively to fill the 
political vacuum. 

12 

End suspension and have fresh elections. 12 
The British and Irish governments should implement as much of 
the Belfast Agreement as they possibly can. 

14 

Joint Authority in combination with a Northern Ireland Assembly. 16 
Continuation of Direct Rule from London with no Northern Ireland 
Assembly. 

25 

Bring in an electoral system that distributes more seats and power 
to the largest parties. 

29 

Joint Authority by Direct Rule from both London and Dublin. 30 

Scrap the Belfast Agreement and negotiate a new agreement. 39 

A new Anglo-Irish Agreement. 43 

Negotiate a united Ireland. 47 
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Pushing for Peace and Stability: Some Observations on Colin Irwin’s Polls 
Landon E. Hancock, George Mason University 
 
It appears quite evident from these recent surveys that what the population desires 
above all else is the creation and maintenance of a ‘normal’ civic life for Northern Ireland. 
The two main goals of removing the gun from Northern Irish politics and the creation of a 
stable, working government attest to this apparent desire. The form and fashion of the 
current government appears to be what the general public most desires, rather than some 
reformulation of the agreement or the principles by which devolved government was set 
up. The key here is the desire for normality and stability; including the disarmament of the 
paramilitaries and a scaling back of the security apparatus. 
 
Another thing to note from Irwin’s data is that the Protestant responses reflect a growing 
unhappiness with the current agreement and, primarily, with its implementation. This 
mirrors to some extent the findings of the Northern Ireland Life and Times Surveys that 
Protestants are increasingly feeling that Catholics are benefiting much more from the 
agreement than they are. 
 
From a policy standpoint it would seem wise for the principals involved to focus on three 
major areas of contention. The first two areas go hand in hand and include the twin 
desires for decommissioning and the reinstatement of Northern Irish Assembly. Both of 
these will address the understandable desire for a sense of normality in social life and the 
concomitant demilitarization of the security situation. Although these issues appear to be 
the thorniest they are, at heart, really the most simple. Both sides understand what they 
need to do, the problem they appear to have is not with the public at large but with 
selling these necessary actions to their rank and file supporters. So it is not a matter of 
what to do, but how to do it. Irwin’s data make it apparent that a bare majority (61%) of 
the general population believes that the agreement is most likely to fail due to a lack of 
good faith on the part of either the Unionists or Republicans. Therefore, it seems prudent 
to recommend that all the main parties, UUP, SDLP and Sinn Féin must at the very least 
‘appear’ to be pushing for a resolution to these issues rather than appearing to be forced 
to the table by the British and Irish governments. 
 
The third issue is actually the thorniest as it most directly addresses popular support for 
the agreement or the lack thereof; in particular from the Protestant community. This issue 
would seem to be most important in the Loyalist areas of the community, which have 
suffered a great deal from the failure of the traditional economy and, to date, have 
apparently not benefited equally from the much touted peace dividend. I use the term 
‘apparently’ here in recognition of the vast amounts of monies that have been sent to 
both communities under the auspices of the Peace One and Peace Two programs. 
However, if the sentiments reported by Michael Hall in his series of Island Pamphlets are 
correct, then many of the Loyalist ‘recipients’ of monies feel that their voices are not 
being heard and that the main purpose for these funds is to employ Unionist community 
workers. If this is indeed the case then all parties to the conflict, especially the 
Protestant-based political parties and the British Government, can and should work with 
community leaders in Loyalist areas to elicit their needs and help them to create a vibrant 
and economically viable community where young people have options other than joining 
paramilitary groups or criminal gangs. Elicitive policies aimed at communities afflicted with 
violence and gangsterism could go a long way towards stabilizing Northern Irish society, 
providing a sense of benefit to a community that has felt left out and, hopefully, 
increasing support for the agreement. 
 
If the needs of the Loyalist community are addressed alongside the willingness for both 
sides to make real concessions on the issues of disarmament and stability, then in my 
opinion this ‘longest running’ peace process will have made substantial progress toward 
the long-term transformation of the conflict. 
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Public Opinion and the Peace Process in Northern Ireland: A Comment* 
Sid Noel, King’s College, University of Western Ontario 
 
In no divided society has public opinion been as deeply probed as in Northern Ireland, 
thanks largely to the series of surveys carried out by Dr. Colin Irwin for the Joseph 
Rowntree Charitable Trust. Irwin’s February 2003 survey of attitudes towards devolution, 
suspension of the Northern Ireland Assembly and the future of the peace process is once 
again exemplary in its thoroughness, consistency and seriousness of purpose. In contrast 
to the superficial ‘horse race’ preoccupations of most party- or media-sponsored polls, 
Irwin’s aim is to probe beneath the surface of expressed political preferences, and the 
results are illuminating. Like a railway cutting that exposes the geological strata beneath 
the surface of the land, this survey exposes the bed-rock attitudes, biases and preferred 
explanations of events that underlie Northern Ireland’s political landscape.  
 
In this brief comment it is possible to discuss only a few findings. The most significant, in 
my view, are those that explore aspects of trust and confidence, and the related matter 
of blame. It is useful to start with a few questions. What is the minimum level of trust 
necessary to sustain a power-sharing government? And between whom must trust be 
shared? Only between the political leaders of the communities in conflict? Between 
political leaders and their respective communities? between those communities? Between 
the communities and the external mediators and/or guarantors of power-sharing 
arrangements?  
 
Consociational theory provides no clear answers, but presumably there must be some trust 
along all of the above dimensions. Political leaders who enter into a power-sharing 
coalition must at least be willing to trust one another to honour their commitment to 
power-sharing; otherwise, their coalition is a sham and doomed to failure. Leaders must be 
able to count on at least some trust from their communities; otherwise, they would not be 
able to bargain at all. Communities must at least trust one another not to use power-
sharing as a ‘time out’ to surreptitiously prepare for a resumption of armed conflict; and all 
must place at least some trust in the capacity of interlocutors to act as honest brokers 
and reliable guarantors. In Northern Ireland, as this survey shows, levels of trust, which 
were never very high, have fallen to a low ebb. Are they nevertheless high enough to 
support a resumption of devolved government? This is a question that may soon be 
answered.  
 
There is little in this survey to comfort those who hold that the Belfast Agreement is 
essentially sound, and needs only a little fine-tuning for devolved government to be 
successful. Only 60% of Protestants now support the Agreement, down from a high point 
of 89% in 1999. (Curiously, while 60% is higher than the bare majority who voted for the 
Agreement in the May 1998 referendum, when asked how they would vote ‘if the 
referendum was held today,’ 64% said ‘No’). Perhaps the most salient finding is that 37% 
of Protestants now respond to the question ‘Do you want the Belfast Agreement to work?’ 
with a blunt ‘No’ (compared to a mere 5% for Catholics).  
 
Moreover, even among those who still support the Agreement there is a conspicuous lack 
of trust in the various parties responsible for its implementation. In answer to the question 
‘Who do you think can be trusted to implement the Belfast Agreement?’ a clear majority of 
Protestants (55%) either ‘do not trust’ or ‘do not trust at all’ the British Government. 
Predictably, they trust the Irish Government even less. Of the political parties, none is 
trusted by a majority. A mere 9% of Protestants trust the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) ‘a 

                                                 
*I wish to thank Brian O’Riordan of G.P. Murray Research Limited, Toronto, for generously sharing with 
me his expertise in survey data analysis. 
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lot’ and 25% trust it ‘a little’ (while 23% ‘do not trust’ and 21% ‘do not trust at all’). Even 
among UUP supporters only a minority expressed any trust in the party -- while 23% ‘do 
not trust’ it, and 12% responded ‘do not trust at all’ -- and this for the party that 
Protestants trust the most!  
 
Among Catholics the level of trust in government is similarly low. 55% do not trust the 
British Government to implement the Agreement, and they are also mistrustful of the Irish 
Government: only 8% trust it ‘a lot’ and 31% ‘a little’ (while 23% ‘do not trust’ and 15% 
‘do not trust at all’). When it comes to political parties, however, Catholics have 
considerably more trust in nationalist parties than Protestants have in unionist parties: the 
Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) is ‘trusted a lot’ by 22% (the highest total for 
any political party) and ‘trusted a little’ by 40% (again the highest). Sinn Féin is second, 
being trusted by 48% overall. However, Sinn Féin is also the most distrusted nationalist 
party -- a party that 18% of Catholics ‘do not trust’ and 12% ‘do not trust at all.’  
 
Trust that transcends the sectarian divide is conspicuous mainly by its absence. Among 
Protestants, only 11% have some trust in the SDLP, as opposed to 63% who do not. (For 
Sinn Féin the comparable numbers are 3% and 89%!) Among Catholics, 12% have some 
trust in the UUP, while 64% do not. Among Sinn Féin supporters, a mere 3% express any 
trust in the UUP. The only major parties that attract more than a risible level of trust 
across the divide are the UUP and the SDLP. Among UUP supporters, 16% have some trust 
in the SDLP and among SDLP supporters 23% have some trust in the UUP.  
 
When it comes to casting blame, Protestants overwhelmingly (71%) identify ‘The failure of 
Republicans to abandon violence’ as the reason for continued conflict and the suspension 
of the Assembly. Catholics by a similar margin (73%) identify ‘The failure of Loyalists to 
abandon violence.’ When broken down by party, however, some important variations 
emerge. 64% of UUP supporters also cite ‘The failure of Loyalists to abandon violence’ and 
71% of SDLP supporters also cite ‘The failure of Republicans to abandon violence.’  
 
If devolved government is not restored, and the peace process collapses, the two sides 
have their explanations ready. For Protestants (73%) it will be ‘Because Republicans will 
not work the Agreement in good faith.’ For Catholics (82%) it will be ‘Because Unionists 
will not work the Agreement in good faith.’ There is also plenty of blame to spread around. 
For example, both Protestants (58%) and Catholics (56%) point accusing fingers at the 
British and Irish governments for their ‘lack of co-operation and determined commitment.’  
 
The overall picture that emerges from this survey is of ground being elaborately prepared 
for failure -- psychologically if not politically. The deeper the poll goes into the rationales 
and explanations of events that underlie the respondents’ opinions the more it uncovers 
the still-potent litanies of blame, recrimination, and projected mirror-image fears. Both 
sides, for example, believe that if the peace process collapses it will be because of the 
other side’s refusal to budge and the result will be more paramilitary violence on both 
sides. Both sides purportedly yearn for ‘normalisation’ – but in the meantime they are 
preparing their stock of rote answers if once again ‘things fall apart.’ 
 
It would, however, be premature to write off the Belfast Agreement. Public opinion is a 
fluid thing. Its measurement -- and interpretation -- are as much art as science, and the 
most suggestive clues are often buried in the less eye-catching numbers. It should be 
noted that the percentage who answered ‘Not sure’ to key questions is relatively high. For 
example, for all Northern Ireland, the percentage who are ‘not sure’ about their 
assessment of UUP-SDLP co-operation is 28-30% -- higher than any other response. 
Moreover, although Protestants are about evenly divided on the question ‘Do you think 
Direct Rule or Devolved Government is best for Northern Ireland?’ (47% and 49% 
respectively), there is another number that also deserves attention. For all Northern 
Ireland, scrapping the Belfast Agreement is rated an ‘unacceptable’ option by 39% -- one 
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of the highest totals. What these findings suggest is that middle ground has shrunk but 
not disappeared, and may yet be enough to build upon. 
 
Finally, are there any lessons to be drawn? I would propose two. First, the British and Irish 
governments should ponder the reasons why they have largely ceased to be viewed as 
trustworthy interlocutors, and do everything in their power to regain the confidence they 
have lost. Second, the moderate parties need to take heart. The UUP and the SDLP are 
the only parties that show any capacity to bridge the political gap between Protestants 
and Catholics, and they should trumpet this fact to their own and each other’s 
electorates. If the voters nevertheless shift their support to the extremes, to the DUP and 
Sinn Féin, no one should be surprised if the Belfast Agreement joins the Sunningdale 
Agreement in the archive of hopeful but ultimately futile initiatives.  
 
 
The Story from the Polls: Some Reflections  
Caroline Kennedy-Pipe, University of Sheffield 
 
Northern Ireland exerts an endless fascination. This small region of Europe has contained, 
over many decades, one of the most potent combinations of religious/cultural/political 
antagonisms in Western Europe, antagonisms which between the late 1960’s and the late 
1990’s of course expressed themselves in a long spiral of sub-state terrorism and state 
counter-terror. Indeed, long before the events of 9/11 and the ‘Americanisation’1 of a war 
on terror, the people of the Province and to some extent those in the rest of the United 
Kingdom experienced at first hand the horror and anxiety provoked by paramilitary groups 
that saw violence as a legitimate expression of political frustration in the struggle between 
the two traditions of Nationalism/Republicanism and Unionism/Loyalism. So intractable did 
the conflict seem that it became customary to think that this was a war without much 
prospect of peace. ‘No surrender’ became the leitmotif of Northern Irish politics. And yet, 
shortly after the end of the Cold War, many of the groups engaged in violent struggle for 
decades gave up pursuing their mutually incompatible objectives to participate in the 
construction of a peace process which at the time of writing remains precariously on 
track. While the causes of these processes will be debated for years – some suggest 
those engaged in Republican violence had simply been defeated by a British 
military/political strategy, whilst others are more doubtful – there is little doubt that some 
in an ageing Republican leadership had little stomach for yet more killing.  
 
Dr Irwin is to be congratulated on producing some valuable and clear data on current 
opinion in Northern Ireland. Such is the richness and breadth of his work that I 
concentrate on only a few of the very many important dimensions he raises. The first 
concerns the position of Sinn Fein. What is perhaps most compelling in the reports 
produced by Dr Irwin is how revelatory they are of the seismic shift on the 
Nationalist/Republican side which helped to bring peace about. Sinn Fein has now 
established itself firmly within the political centre of Northern Irish politics and commands a 
sizeable – and on recent form growing – share of electoral support. While the tussle 
between the SDLP and Sinn Fein for the hearts and minds of the Catholic community is not 
new, the growing ‘respectability’ of Sinn Fein in some but by no means all quarters and its 
perceived effectiveness in representing the Nationalist cause means that a new middle 
ground for Northern Ireland has effectively been established. Indeed, while Dr Irwin has 
argued in his short commentary that the polls appear to demonstrate a move away from 
alignment to the centre it might be better to suggest that the centre of gravity in the 
politics of Northern Ireland has moved and that Sinn Fein have simply been very 

                                                 
1 The impact of 9/11 on the US attitude towards terrorism meant that Sinn Fein came under increasing 
pressure from the White House to decommission at least some of its arsenal in the months after the 
terrorist attacks on Washington and New York. The Bush Administration has also designated the Real IRA 
as a foreign terrorist organisation.  
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successful in colonising it and driving others to more extreme responses. Whatever the 
longer term agenda of Sinn Fein in terms of a united Ireland, the recognition by figures 
such as Gerry Adams that it has been possible to achieve political objectives through 
working within constitutional politics will be central to the development of democracy in 
the Province.  
 
A second theme raised by Dr Irwin’s research is that of the position of Unionism in the 
contemporary politics of Northern Ireland. The ‘success’ of Sinn Fein does little to reassure 
those on the Unionist side who have long deplored the inclusion of these representatives 
of Republicanism in the Executive of Northern Ireland. The UUP in particular have 
consistently argued that there should be no place in government for Sinn Fein until the 
IRA decommissions all of its weaponry. While the Hillsborough Declaration of April 1999 
which did require the IRA to place some of its arsenal ‘beyond use’ was later overridden by 
Tony Blair, it is clear that the ‘no guns, no government’ issue continues to trouble a 
considerable proportion of the Unionist population. Equally, though, it is fascinating to see 
that ‘no surrender’ as a philosophy of Republicanism still inspires a proportion of the 
Catholic community. Indeed, it would be foolish to imagine that the decision of Sinn Fein 
to pursue politics through the framework of devolved government has carried the whole 
Republican movement with it. There are still those in the Province who continue to seek a 
resumption of the armed struggle and will not be satisfied with devolved government and 
power sharing in the northern part of Ireland. To some extent Unionist fears, as expressed 
through these polls, over the reluctance of the IRA to disband its weaponry are 
understandable. Although decommissioning in itself will not of course prevent paramilitary 
groups rearming, the issue of putting ‘arms beyond use’ is related to Unionist views of the 
reform of policing structures in the province. The much lower level of satisfaction 
expressed by members of the Unionist community (especially those in the DUP) on issues 
such as police reform reflects a view that the Nationalists/Republicans have succeeded in 
undermining institutions, such as the RUC, which guaranteed the security of the Unionist 
community. To add salt to Unionist wounds, the IRA still retains some of its military 
arsenal. It is likely therefore, as the responses to Dr Irwin have indicated, that policing 
and the composition of the policing board will remain contentious. 
 
Let me now turn to a third area raised by Dr Irwin’s research. This area might be termed 
the politics of ‘convergence’. While there is understandably after the events of the last 
thirty years a gulf between the two communities, especially on issues of security, there 
appears to be a convergence between the two sides on a range of issues. One, and 
perhaps the most encouraging, is the commitment and desire for political stability at local 
level through the encouragement of cross community links. Dr Irwin’s research clearly 
demonstrates an overwhelming appetite for stability through reconciliation and institution 
building. There is, for example, a consensus in favour of the establishment of an assembly 
committee on human rights and for government to provide opportunities for multiple 
channels of integration. Given the institutional and cultural sectarianism that has 
characterised much of Northern Irish politics, the desire for stability, integration and 
‘normalisation’ is striking. There is also an evident degree of frustration within both 
communities at the lack of speed and the relative paucity of opportunity for such 
endeavours.  
 
Perhaps though, the most intriguing revelation in Dr Irwin’s research, is the desire within 
both communities for an understanding of the past and troubled history of the Province. 
While some respondents do still appear to have an addiction to a continuing debate over 
who or what was responsible for ‘the troubles’, there is also a strong demand for the issue 
of blame to be shelved in favour of a culture of accountability This is especially obvious in 
attitudes towards the past actions of successive British and Irish Governments. 
Respondents were, for example, absolutely in favour of full government co-operation with 
public inquiries into the history of the troubles. While a general distrust of politicians 
seems to characterise most modern societies, the population of Northern Ireland has good 
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reason to demand to know what exactly happened over the course of the last thirty 
years. It is especially the actions of British security and intelligence services which attract 
most attention. While allegations of a ‘shoot to kill’ strategy have long dogged the security 
apparatus in the Province, the very recent revelations about the continued surveillance of 
some members of the Northern Irish Executive will continue to excite concern in both 
communities.  
 
Dr Irwin argues in his commentary that it will be up to the British Government to choose to 
divulge any or all details of the past behaviour of its security forces. But it is also the 
case that the demand to know ‘truths’ forms an almost irresistible part of most peace 
processes. I have less certainty than Dr Irwin that the British Government will always be 
able to control what we know about the past in Ireland. It is, moreover, a moot point as 
to whether knowing the ‘truth’ can always bring about ‘reconciliation’. The truth can hurt 
as well as heal. The most recent revelations of an alleged closeness between Mo Mowlem 
and Martin McGuiness during the course of the peace process are sure to antagonise 
certain factions of Unionism.  
 
So does Dr Irwin’s research indicate progress in the politics of Northern Ireland? The 
distinguished scholar of Ireland, Professor Paul Bew has argued that with the Belfast 
Agreement of 1998 it might be said that Northern Ireland is on the verge of completing a 
transition from being an ethnic democracy in the 1921–72 period to being a liberal, 
multicultural, consociational-type political entity (Bew 2000). There is some evidence for 
that view in these responses. Majorities in both communities support power sharing and 
the inclusion of the different traditions in the everyday life of the province. Even the 
inclusion of women, for so long on the margins of political life in the Province, now evokes 
little opposition – though it is interesting to discover that a larger proportion of 
respondents (6%) continues to oppose the entry of women into positions of political 
authority. It would be fascinating to find out more from surveys such as this about how 
the role of women in the province has changed since the Good Friday Agreement. While 
we are used to viewing women as those who have held families and communities together 
in the face of conflict and violence, there is an important story to be told on how women 
adapt, or are allowed to adapt, to the new politics of representation in the Province 
(Feardon 2000). 
 
A final question is whether statistically representative samples fully capture social reality 
where extremism may be the position of a small but politically significant minority. While 
those who responded to Dr Irwin may be genuine in their desire for stability and 
integration across communities, it is hard to reconcile these views with the rather graphic 
displays of communal hatred so evident still in Northern Ireland. One need only think of the 
stand off around the Holy Cross Girls Primary School in Northern Belfast or in the recent 
threats by the INLA against Protestant workers, not to mention the sectarian problems 
that arise from every marching season. On the other hand though, the politics of Northern 
Ireland are now such, that sectarian incidents are usually roundly condemned across both 
communities and have led on occasion to joint demonstrations organised by both Catholics 
and Protestants to mitigate against such hatreds. Dr Irwin’s research provides grounds for 
hope that these processes will continue and be consolidated within public attitudes. As 
yet, however, these grounds remain uncertain. 
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International Negotiation Best Practice: A Reply to Hancock, Noel and Kennedy-
Pipe 
Colin Irwin, Queen’s University Belfast; www.peacepolls.org 
 
I am most grateful to Landon Hancock, Sid Noel and Caroline Kennedy-Pipe for their 
comments on my latest Northern Ireland ‘peace poll’, particularly for some of their most 
generous and kind remarks about my work. All their points are well made and it would be 
churlish of me to ‘nip pick’ over details of interpretation here. Rather, in the context of the 
suspended elections and publication of the two governments ‘Joint Declaration’ it might be 
more helpful to consider what the next steps in the Northern Ireland peace process should 
be and any lessons that can be taken from this. 
 
Firstly, it is important to remember that I am the facilitator of the polls and that the 
questions are formulated in consultation with representatives of the pro-Agreement 
parties. Consequently, if a proposal gets raised in the polls for test against public opinion 
and if that proposal is acceptable to the vast majority of the people of Northern Ireland 
then it is fair and reasonable to ask what, if anything, is being done to implement that 
particular proposal. On this occasion nearly all of the suggestions so tested in the poll 
have found their way into the ‘Joint Declaration’, its three annexes, the ‘Agreement 
Between The British and Irish Governments’ and the ‘Proposals In Relation To On The Runs 
(OTRs)’ and the pro-Agreement parties and two governments are to be congratulated on 
their efforts in this regard. 
 
It is therefore a matter of considerable regret that the elections have been postponed; 
many Unionist politicians have condemned the Joint Declaration out of hand and the IRA 
have not been able to match the ‘Security Normalisation’ annex with a plan of their own 
that would meet minimum British and Irish government requirements for an ‘act of 
completion’. The necessities of electoral politics seem to have derailed the Northern 
Ireland peace process yet again, but all is not lost, far from it. The Joint Declaration 
effectively provides the two governments and pro-Agreement parties with ‘a programme of 
government’, all be it in some sort of shadow form. They should now work together to 
implement as much of it as they possibly can as soon as they possibly can, without 
recriminations and without ‘playing the blame game’, in an effort to establish trust, peace 
and stability that can lead to elections. If they fail in this exercise over the coming 
months then the autumn will see the Belfast Agreement brought into review at which time 
changes can be introduced that could then turn the Joint Declaration into a social, 
economic and political reality. One way or another the two governments need to do what 
has to be done to achieve this end, fill the political vacuum and move the peace process 
forward. The Joint Declaration is arguably the new Northern Ireland ‘road map’ but unlike 
its Israeli/Palestinian counterpart we know it is acceptable to the vast majority of the 
people of Northern Ireland, by how much and in which constituencies and if there are any 
lingering doubts on any of these points they can be tested again.2 Some politicians may 
disagree with the Joint Declaration but the Northern Ireland peace process does not 
belong to them alone. It also belongs to the people who answer the polls and to those 
who voted for the Belfast Agreement in the referendum. In Northern Ireland the peace 
process has been built from the bottom up as well as from the top down, from the centre 
out as well as from the polarities in. Tony Blair was right to suggest that President Bush 
should do as much for the peace processes his government has taken a degree of 

                                                 
2 Copies of the questionnaires and statistical reports can be downloaded from www.peacepolls.org and 
analysis found in Irwin (2002). 
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responsibility for. But it is a lesson the USA has not yet learnt. Here are a couple of 
examples: 
 
In Cyprus US Aid and the State Department through the US Embassy in Nicosia sponsored 
a series of private polls that they shared with their staff and key figures in the Greek and 
Turkish Cypriot negotiating teams. But the questions were all wrong. They pointed up 
differences and attitudes more than looking for and mapping out common ground and when 
some of these questions ended up in local media polls they only served to demonstrate 
how difficult a settlement might be. They looked more for problems than solutions and 
consequently the Embassy staff thought they were dealing with a particularly intractable 
problem. However, when I took these matters up with the representatives of civil society 
it was clear that the problems were, as in Northern Ireland, not nearly so bad as their 
political leaders would have ‘us’ believe. The UN team in Cyprus wanted me to go ahead 
with a poll but the US Embassy and US Aid would no longer have anything to do with it. In 
part, I suspect, because it may not have fitted their own political and regional agenda but 
in part, I also suspect, because they did not want to expose the failures of their own 
programme of confidential research. Those responsible for the negotiations, particularly 
the US Embassy staff, were wedded to the paradigm of deals to be done ‘behind closed 
doors’ between the senior leaders of the two communities. Regrettably those negotiations 
failed in 2003 although most observers took the view that the majority of the people on 
the island of Cyprus would have been willing to accept the proposals put forward by the 
UN. But the people of Cyprus were never given an opportunity to make their wishes known 
either through a referendum or the polling methods used in Northern Ireland. An 
opportunity was lost and the people of Cyprus were denied the possibility of becoming 
active partners in their own peace process until they took to the streets. 
 
In Israel and Palestine the US has sponsored programmes of public opinion research over 
many years through a variety of institutions. Again the research is superficial when looked 
at alongside the Northern Ireland work. And although the polls clearly demonstrate the 
desire of the people for an agreement around security and a two state solution the 
research is not done as a collaborative effort with party negotiators in an effort to pin 
down the details of an acceptable accommodation.3 The ‘people’ are not brought along in 
and with negotiations in a pro-active public way so that when deals are attempted they 
tend to fail for lack of public preparation. Regrettably President Clinton’s efforts may have 
failed because of this lack of pre-negotiation problem solving and ‘stage setting’ and it 
seems very likely that future efforts may similarly fail if negotiating practices are not 
changed.4 
 
Consensus politics are not presently mainstreamed as a key element in international 
negotiation best practice with its almost exclusive emphasis on the political elite of the 
largest ethnic groups. Centre parties, who may frequently accept compromises as their 
policies of first choice are sidelined and well informed electorates who want and should be 
given an opportunity to take ownership of and a degree of responsibility for their own 
peace process are all too often ignored. Without real efforts to build consensus as part of 
a political process leading to peace, then peace, in modern democracies, is difficult to 
sustain. We no longer live in an age where simply ‘doing deals behind closed doors’ is good 
enough – perhaps we never did. The Northern Ireland peace process is far from perfect 
but it still has much to teach the world. 
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RESEARCH NOTE 
 
Population Displacement, Political Space and Social Identity 
Nick Baron, University of Manchester 
 
Initial Objectives 
In October 1999, Professor Peter Gatrell and I commenced work on a new research project 
entitled ‘Population Displacements, State-Building and Social Identity in the Lands of the 
Former Russian Empire, 1918-1930,’ based in the Department of History, University of 
Manchester, and funded by the United Kingdom Arts and Humanities Research Board for a 
duration of five years.1 The core aim of the project is to develop a new empirical and 
conceptual account of how population displacement and resettlement interacted with 
processes of war and peace, imperial collapse and new state-building and the dissolution 
and reformation of social identities in the emerging polities and societies of Poland, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Soviet Russia, Ukraine and Belorussia during the post-war decade. 
Beyond these intellectual objectives, the project aims to facilitate and enhance 
international co-operation among historians, and to encourage the establishment of active 
networks of pan-regional and international scholarship.2  
 
As the project is now in its fourth year, it would be a good time to take stock of our 
progress to date. At the start of our work, we recruited thirteen researchers in Poland 
(Kraków and Lublin), Ukraine (Donetsk), Belarus (Minsk and Pruzhany, Brest region), Latvia 
(two in Riga), Lithuania (Vilnius) and the Russian Federation (Moscow, St. Petersburg, 
Kazan, Ekaterinburg, Barnaul). Unfortunately, we were unable to identify suitable 
collaborators in Armenia, although we are fortunate to be able to draw on the expertise of 
a current Manchester doctoral student on this region. In recruiting the project team, we 
were very keen to assemble a range of specialists from different fields and disciplines who 
could offer their own particular perspectives on the themes under consideration. The 
current team includes expertise in political, social, cultural and economic history, 
geography, sociology, anthropology and demography.  
 
All project members have pursued three parallel objectives. Firstly, we have attempted to 
locate key published and archival sources relating to population displacement in each 
region during the years 1918-1924, and to establish from these sources basic data 
concerning numbers of migrants; their geographical origins, routes and destinations; their 
ethnic, social, age and gender profiles; and the political, legal and ‘perceptual’ frameworks 
within which migration took place. Secondly, we have sought to elaborate a theoretical 
framework enabling us to identify key problems and questions relating to the complexity of 
themes at the heart of the project. This conceptual work, which I discuss briefly below, 
has focussed our attention on one core difficulty: the inter-relationship between 
population displacement and the spatial construction of new states. 
 
In the three and a half years of the project to date, we have organised numerous events 
related to our research topic bringing together project participants and a number of other 
British, European, North American and Russian academics working in contiguous fields 
(many of the papers presented on these occasions can be found on our web site): 
 

                                                 
1 I gratefully acknowledge Peter Gatrell’s contribution to the ideas which inform this essay. 
2 More information on the Project and our work to date can be found at our website: 
http://www.art.man.ac.uk/history/ahrbproj/details.htm. We have also established an internet discussion 
list to explore the themes and concerns of our research, and to promote discussion on related subjects. 
For more details on joining or submitting contributions to the list, please refer to the list website at: 
http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/forced-migration-history/. 
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• In April 2000, a Dutch-British panel on ‘Populations, Passports and Resettlement Policy 
in the USSR in the 1920s and 1930s’ at the British Association of Slavonic and East 
European Studies (BASEES) Annual Conference at the University of Cambridge, UK.  

• In May 2000, a workshop of Russian and UK academics on ‘Population Displacement, 
State-Building & Social Identity: Past and Present’ at Manchester University. 

• In April 2001, a Ukrainian-Polish-British panel on ‘War, Population and Statehood in the 
East-West Borderlands, 1918-1924’ at BASEES, Cambridge, UK. 

• In September 2001, a British panel on ‘The Long-Term Consequences of Internal 
Forced Migration in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia’ at the European Political Research 
Consortium (EPRC) Annual Conference in the University of Kent, Canterbury, UK. 

• In December 2001, a two-day conference at Manchester University bringing together 
all project participants to present and discuss their work to date. Papers were 
organised into four panels: ‘Displacement, Deportation and Space in Theory and 
Practice’, ‘Refugees, Returnees and Nation State in Latvia and Lithuania, 1914-1924’, 
‘Displacement, Settlement and Control on the Polish-Ukrainian-Belorussian Borderlands’ 
and ‘Soviet State-Building: Territorial Planning and Migration in the Urals and Western 
Siberia in the 1920’s and 1930’s’. 

• In April 2002, a British-American panel on ‘Nationalities Policy and National Conflicts in 
Stalinist Russia’, and a Russian-Canadian-British panel on ‘Social Catastrophe, Child 
Displacement and Labour in 20th century Russia and Latvia’ at BASEES, Cambridge, 
UK. 

• In September 2002, several project members participated in the conference on 
‘Forced Migration and Displacement: Causes, Consequences and Responses’ at the 
University of Bath, UK. 

• In March 2003, a Russian-British-American panel on ‘Mapping Russia: Spatial 
Perspectives on Imperial, Soviet and Post-Soviet History’ at BASEES, Cambridge, UK. 

• In August 2003, we shall hold a second two-day project conference at Manchester 
University, at which participants will present papers on two themes: ‘War, Statehood 
and Population Displacement: State-Centred and Itinerant Perspectives’ and ‘Child 
Displacement, Delinquency and Welfare in Twentieth Century Eastern Europe’. 

 
Most of the project’s bibliographical work is already available on our web site. Among other 
internet resources we have developed for the benefit of the academic community, the site 
offers extensive listings of archival holdings relating to population displacement in Polish 
and Lithuanian central and regional archives, as well as in archives in Russia (Moscow, St. 
Petersburg, Kazan’, Barnaul), Ukraine (Donbass region) and Belarus (Minsk).  
 
As noted above, the research papers that were presented at the December 2001 
workshop fell largely into two groups, though all addressed the general theme of the 
interaction between space and populations. One set of papers, concerned broadly with 
the relationship between Soviet territorial-administrative division and population 
redistributions, is to be published in Russia in 2003 (Glezer et al. 2003). The second set, 
concerned primarily with questions of refugee resettlement and the establishment of new 
nation-state borders and communities in eastern Europe, is currently being edited for 
publication in the UK in 2004 (Gatrell and Baron 2004). The papers that will constitute this 
volume focus on interactions between displaced groups and state agents at the new state 
borders in relation to ethnopolitical and geopolitical ideas of national security and social 
welfare in Poland, Belarus, Ukraine, Latvia and Lithuania during 1918-1924. 
 
During the first two years of the project, participants have additionally written a large 
number of papers on related themes arising from their independent research, some of 
which are posted on our web site, others of which have been published in journals or 
collected volumes elsewhere (all project publications are listed on the web site).  
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At this interim stage, it will be useful to attempt a brief summation of the direction of our 
work in progress, the conceptual framework we have adopted, and key topics we have 
nominated for further research.3 
 
Interim Thoughts 
Manchester’s AHRB-funded ‘Population Displacement’ project develops Peter Gatrell’s 
monograph A Whole Empire Walking: Refugees in Russia during World War One (Gatrell 
1999). This work deals with the social, political and cultural consequences of the 
involuntary migration of several million people, both Russians and non-Russians, who were 
dispersed during the First World War throughout European Russia and Siberia. It ends with 
the crescendo of revolutionary upheaval during the last years of the war, and the 
assertion of a new national politics within the unravelling imperial polity. Our new project 
builds on this work chronologically by exploring firstly the impact of the wartime 
displacement, diaspora and resettlement of populations on post-war processes of state 
construction, nation-building and identity formation, and secondly the new displacements 
and conflicts that these processes brought about in post-imperial space. By aiming to 
capture the longer-term dynamics of population displacement in relation to imperial 
collapse and regional transitions to statehood, our current project also develops 
thematically some of the central ideas of Peter Gatrell’s earlier work. 
 
Historians, demographers and specialists in international law have already addressed some 
of the issues relating to East European population displacements in the post-war period.4 
We believe, however, that this literature fails to offer a full picture of the political, social, 
cultural and economic dimensions of these processes. It is necessary to go beyond 
cataloguing the demographics of displacement, chronicling human hardship and examining 
legal frameworks to adopt new perspectives on forced migration. 
 
Empirically, as I have noted above, the present project focuses on interactions between 
nascent states and displaced individuals or groups. We acknowledge the physical and 
mental trauma of displacement, and the brutal objectification of uprooted populations in 
imperial and post-imperial policies and discourses. However, we insist that refugees and 
returnees were not merely passive objects of policy, but often themselves participated in 
nationalist and state-building projects and in negotiating their status in the new 
collectives, and it is in this light that we are examining their ‘place’ in the new states of 
the region. 
 
In theoretical terms, we aim to construct a new vision of the relationship between 
population displacement and state-formation through two conceptual ‘prisms’: firstly, by 
considering the spatial opposition of itineracy versus sedentarism (with its temporal 
correlate of transience versus permanence) in the formation of narratives of self and 
community; and, secondly, by exploring the nexus of space and power in defining such 
notions as ‘place’ and ‘dis-placement,’ ‘homeland’ and ‘exile,’ ‘nation’ and ‘state.’ In the 
next paragraphs, I shall expand on these ideas in turn. 
 
Drawing on recent work in refugee and migration studies and social anthropology we 
emphasize the experience and agency of the displaced, on the social margins of the 
collective, as well as the role of those who define the terms of discourse and who manage 
and distribute welfare at the ‘center.’5 From this ‘itinerant’ perspective, we perceive the 
arbitrary or contingent nature of the distinction traditionally drawn between forced and 

                                                 
3 These ideas are elaborated in greater detail, with full references and extended empirical analysis, in 
Baron and Gatrell (2003). I am grateful to the editors of this journal for permitting me to draw on this 
text for the present discussion. 
4 See, for example, Simpson (1939), Lorimer (1946), Kulischer (1948), Marrus (1985), Skran (1995), 
Poliakov and Zhiromskaia (2000) and Rieber (2000). 
5 See, for example, Clifford (1988, 1997), Papastergiadis (2000), Malkki (1995), Lucassen and Lucassen 
(1997) and Camino and Krulfeld (1994). 
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free population movements. In fact, all migration involves elements of both choice and 
coercion, although in different measure. Structural factors contributing to displacement 
may look very different from the point of view of migrant subjectivity, and individual 
migrant motivation may not correspond to the observer’s account of cause and effect. We 
assert the conditionality of other categories of displacement, too, such as ‘refugee,’ 
‘exile,’ ‘deportee’ or ‘repatriate.’ Such forms of identity are commonly ascribed to 
individuals or groups in conformity with official classifications and prejudices, and bear 
little relation to the itinerant’s own self-perception. We therefore do not accept these 
labels as a priori of empirical enquiry, but treat them as elements of discourse which 
demand critical interrogation from the perspective of the displaced. For the historian, this 
means using sources and methods, for example, diaries, memoirs, material artefacts and 
visual materials, as well as oral history (when possible), which offer insight into the 
subjective experience of displacement, permitting migrants to overcome their 
‘speechlessness.’ 
 
The ‘itinerant’ perspective seems a particularly appropriate approach to elucidating a 
period of history characterized by flux: massive population displacements, shifting 
territorial borders and cultural boundaries, and new political and social formations in the 
process of self-definition and delimitation. It also forces us to acknowledge that for many 
populations, the experience of flux did not represent an aberration, or new departure, from 
a sedentary and unchanging normality. From the west of Ireland to east of the Pale of 
Settlement, Europeans had been ‘on the move’ under various forms of incentive or 
coercion for many decades already. What was new in eastern Europe after the First World 
War was the sudden reconfiguration of power and territory which ‘dis-placed’ not only 
those who migrated, but also those who, remaining at ‘home,’ found that the larger 
political unit to which they belonged had changed, and with it their ‘locus’ in social time 
and space. Understood in these terms, historians should not conceive of population 
displacement as a pathology of modernity, but as integral to the development and 
constitution of modern Europe. 
 
Population displacements must also be considered as spatial processes. Migratory 
impulses, routes and destinations can be seen as functions not only of ‘objective’ forces 
and capacities but also of social visions of space and of the meanings given to specific 
places, landscapes or territories associated with, for example, presence, settlement and 
security (‘home,’ ‘nation,’ etc.) or of absence, transience and threat (‘exile,’ ‘diaspora,’ 
etc.). As a form of spatial ‘dis-placement’, forced migration may stimulate a longing for 
‘home’ among refugees and serve to intensify a sense of collective identity by promoting a 
shared ‘nostalgia’ (literally meaning ‘pain for a return home’) for a common spatial origin or 
‘homeland.’6 This emotional bond may form the basis for strong in-group solidarity among 
refugees, striving to optimise individual welfare through collective arrangements.7 In some 
circumstances, diaspora leaders may translate collective nostalgia into nationalist 
aspirations and resettlement programs, mobilizing displaced persons for the purpose of 
establishing a national territory or state.8 This approach directs us to specific empirical 
questions relating to the migrant experience of space in exile, the influence of dis-
placement on the adoption of new ideas or the strengthening of pre-existing affective or 
ideological bonds, and the role of refugee return and resettlement in importing and 
disseminating new knowledge and ethics of practice. 
 

                                                 
6 For the role of ‘fertile landscapes of the mind’ in constructing national or ethnic identities in oral 
cultures, see Del Giudice and Porter (2001). 
7 On the combination of affective and instrumental motivation in ethnic group formation, see Horowitz 
(1998). 
8 The post-1945 expulsion of the Sudeten Germans produced an extensive, highly nationalistic, literature 
on ‘Heimatverlust.’ See, for example, Hanika (1957). 
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In established nation-states, affiliations to ‘place’ formed in exile may be recast as legal, 
political or scientific discourses defining the identities both of a supposedly ‘native’ 
population and of those to be excluded from the national community.9 Such discourses 
assign social values to individuals and groups as citizen/alien; majority/minority; 
repatriate/refugee; immigrant/interloper; ‘healthy cells’ of the body politic/ ‘bacilli’ of social 
contagion and so forth. Naturally, space and its markers (for example, landscapes and 
borders) are significant determinants in structuring these schema of difference, since most 
forms of nationalism aspire to occupy a space designated as the ‘homeland’ and the 
nation-state defines itself as this territory’s protector and provider. Those who are 
deemed not to belong by virtue of ethnic, linguistic, religious or other ascribed identity in 
the bounded national space are figuratively, sometimes physically, ‘dis-placed.’ 
 
Yet it is important to reiterate that spatial identities are no more ‘natural’ than other 
ascribed social labels (or, indeed, of nature itself). Concepts such as ‘home’, ‘homeland’ or 
‘roots’, and the notion of ‘nation’ itself, need to be problematized and ‘de-natured’ (Malkki 
1992). Our notion of an ‘itinerant’ perspective outlined above aims to reassert the 
migrant’s subjective experience of space and mode of self-identification as valid 
alternatives to reified ‘sedentary’ categories.  
 
These ideas have shaped the way we have interrogated our empirical materials. From 
these perspectives, we have seen how the First World War’s massive population 
displacements simultaneously became a cause and an effect of the collapse of the Russian 
empire.10 From an ‘itinerant’ perspective, we have explored the longing for ‘homeland’ felt 
by some refugees and have shown how this ‘nostalgia’ was sometimes translated into 
nationalist initiatives. We have also set about establishing an empirical account of the 
further displacements resulting from post-war reconstruction in the ‘nationalizing’ states of 
eastern Europe and the ‘revolutionizing’ Bolshevik state. We have tried to emphasize that 
displacement was not merely a by-product, but was a powerful agent of both state 
collapse and (re)formation. In some instances, refugees and the agencies that promoted 
their welfare helped to organize and legitimate new states. Invariably, the existence of 
displaced persons on the territory of aspiring states forced political leaders to examine 
their attitudes towards ‘ideal’ communities and spaces. Mass displacement served to 
sharpen social, economic and national antagonisms, and prompted the authorities to 
respond with interventionist and often forceful policies of demographic and spatial 
reordering.  
 
Having considered the interactions of displacement and state-building, it is clear that all 
the states and proto-states of the region were driven by similar priorities: the need for 
institutional and economic reconstruction and for structures of social welfare to address 
the consequences of wartime displacement and loss (for example, abandoned children, 
refugees and wounded soldiers). Of course, the Soviet definition of the welfare community 
was governed primarily by socio-economic categories of class, whereas in other states 
nationality - however defined - took precedence. But the governing regimes in those 
states which sought to territorialize ethnicity also sought to assert ‘class’ interests (albeit 
those of a different class), and in the process asserted their own hegemonic and 
hierarchical taxonomies of social identity. Beyond reconstruction, both revolutionizing and 
nationalizing states expended abundant ‘social energy’ on radical projects to transform 
society. These policies derived in part from what has been termed the modern state’s 
‘impetus to homogenize’ (Naimark 2001: 8). They can also be related to an aspiration – 
also commonly associated with ‘modernity’ - to realize a more rational spatial order, 

                                                 
9 Established nation-states might also cast themselves as ‘homeland’ states promoting or protecting the 
rights of co-nationals who find themselves (because of border settlements and/or displacement) within 
another nation-state. See Brubaker (1996: 107-147). 
10 This applies of course to other post-imperial polities as well. On the consequences of the collapse of the 
Ottoman empire see Hirschon (1989, 2003) and Karakasidou (1997). 
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producing at times an ethnic, at times a social ‘unmixing of peoples’.11 Sometimes this 
spatial reordering also implied homogenisation, by division, exclusion or assimilation, always 
it generated the ‘dis-placement’ of certain groups and individuals. 
 
Without stretching matters too far, we believe we are really dealing with parallel projects, 
driven by similar perceived imperatives of state power, rather than two separate 
universes. This is clear, for instance, in states’ refugee resettlement and demographic 
redistribution policies. It is also evident in states’ strategies of spatial reordering. The 
Russian revolution strove to recast the spatial ordering of society and the social ordering 
of space in every sphere, from international relations, through internal administrative and 
political measures, to the structures of everyday life. Although the new Soviet state was 
primarily concerned with socio-spatial ordering, but also operationalized national and 
ethnic categories in various spheres of spatial policy. At the same time, the nascent 
nationalizing states of the region sought to reform their constituent ethno-spatial 
relations, but their policies also gave momentum to class-based and other forms of spatial 
reconfiguration. The bolshevising project to ‘fix’ citizens in the new socio-spatial order had 
its counterpart in the ambitious agendas that took shape in all states during and after the 
First World War.12 
 
Future Directions 
During the second half of the project, we have been developing these themes of research, 
as well as realizing publication plans arising from work already completed. 
 
As noted above, the project organised two panels at BASEES 2002 on ‘Social Catastrophe, 
Child Displacement and Labour in 20th century Russia and Latvia’ and ‘Nationalities Policy 
and National Conflicts in Stalinist Russia’ (papers available on project web site). The first 
panel will form the basis of a second project volume, addressing the theme of ‘Child 
Displacement, Delinquency and Welfare in Twentieth Century Eastern Europe’. The papers 
included in this volume will offer new perspectives both on the attitudes and policies of 
Eastern European states towards child populations and on children’s own ‘itinerant’ 
experience of displacement. In accordance with the project’s conceptual concerns, the 
concept of ‘dis-placement’ itself is defined in a broad sense to include not only traditional 
notions of forced migration, but all forms of expulsion or escape from the child’s normative 
‘places’ of comfort - home, family and childhood itself, understood as a constructed social 
role (for example, by being forced into ‘unchildish’ activities). The authors adopt diverse 
disciplinary and conceptual approaches towards topics such as refugee children and 
children in exile, the ‘nationalisation’ of orphans in new nation-states, the penal 
‘rehabilitation’ and re-placement of homeless street urchins, and the role of child workers 
in post-socialist transitions. 
 
Other project researchers are exploring topics related to the theme of ‘refugee identity 
and subjectivities of everyday life’, including criminality among refugees, the experience of 
migrants in the context of local state-building practices, and first-person accounts of 
displacement. Some of these papers will be presented at the project conference in August 
2003, after which they will be posted on the project web site. 
 
As a separate but parallel venture to the project, Peter Gatrell and Nick Baron in 2002 
inaugurated a new multi-disciplinary book series with UK publishers Anthem Press entitled 
‘Population Displacement and Political Space.’ This series is concerned to explore the 
interactions between population displacement and the political organisation of space, and, 
in common with the project, it aims to promote new ways of understanding the spatial 
development of regions, nations, states and empires as well as the spatial constitution of 
human identity. However, the scope of the book series is far wider than that of the 

                                                 
11 The phrase ‘unmixing of peoples’ is from Brubaker (1996). 
12 For pan-European dimensions see Mazower (1998: 77-105), Holquist (1997), and Hoffmann (2000). 
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project. Indeed, we welcome proposals for monographs or other works from any discipline, 
which may address any relevant historical or contemporary topic, relating to any region or 
regions of the world or to global processes, and which may be either empirical or 
conceptual in emphasis. For guidelines on submitting proposals for publications and for 
contact details, please refer to our web site. 
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Introduction 
We are, in Britain, witnessing high levels of co-habitation, marriages and romantic liaisons 
between different ethnic and racial groups (Alibhai-Brown 2001: 78). According to the 
latest census statistics for England and Wales, 660,000 people described themselves as 
being of mixed ethnicity. The largest mixed group is white and black Caribbean - 237,000, 
of whom 137,000 (57.5%) are aged 15 and under (ONS 2003). Extrapolating from this 
data, the number of Britons involved in mixed raced situations is much greater than this 
number, and growing. The mixed race/ethnicity population is now the third largest minority 
in the UK, 14.6% of the total ethnic minority population, second to the Indian and 
Pakistani communities and larger than the Caribbean and African populations (ONS 2003). 
Findings from the Fourth National Survey of Ethnic Minorities indicate that just over half of 
Caribbean men had white partners, and a third of Caribbean women had white partners. 
39% of Caribbean children have one white parent, mostly a black father and a white 
mother (Modood, Berthoud et al. 1997: 30f.).74 
 
The statistics point to a significant phenomenon, which has gone unrecognised. The 
academic response has been slow and underdeveloped, however the books reviewed here 
attempt to rectify this situation. The Parker and Song volume offers an eclectic collection 
of papers, from British and North American contributors, with differing perspectives on the 
subject of mixed-race75. While Jill Olumide’s book, based primarily on qualitative research in 
the UK, explores the narratives of those who are involved in what she refers to as ‘mixed-
race situations’.  
 
Mainstream sociology has argued that race is a socio-political construct with a history (cf. 
Bulmer and Solomos 1999: 1-20) and that it has no scientific validity based on 
biological/genetic research. Nevertheless, as most writers on the subject admit, race as 
an ideology is very much alive. In other words, one does not require races, understood as 
naturalised biological kinds, to have racism. In fact, understood as ideology, racism can 
and does exist in the absence of minority races in the immediate population (e.g., 
Macmaster 2001: 20). That is, race as an organising principle, which structures the 

                                                 
74 The authors note also that there were significant numbers of children born to Chinese-White parents in 
their study. 
75 Race, mixed-race (and corollary terms of black/white, etc.) are of course contested concepts, in their 
meanings as social constructs, and the lack of scare quotes in the review does not imply that they are 
unproblematic or naturalised. 
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beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of individuals, groups and institutions in a relationship of 
dominance and exploitation. The assumptions of such an ideology are: that there are 
separate and identifiable racial groups, which are related hierarchically. Also, that an 
individual’s so-called race determines, to a significant extent, their personality and 
moral/intellectual capacities. Thus, it follows in such a paradigm that racial mixing is 
taboo.  
 
This is the ideological terrain which both books explore. They pose the following questions: 
in such an environment, how is racial mixing constructed and deconstructed, in terms of 
discourse and discursive practices? What ideological purposes are being served? Moreover, 
how do the parents and children in mixed-race situations cope and experience their life-
worlds in what are often hostile environments, where they are seen as threats to 
established racial orders? 
 
Ideology and Mixed Race 
Olumide’s book advances an historical argument for a commonality of experiences of 
mixed-race and presents evidence to support the idea that race mixing as a ‘problem’ has 
been a constant preoccupation of elites. It traces the roots of racist ideology in the pre-
modern era and suggests that in the recent past the social and scientific discourse in the 
West on mixed-race has tended to reinforce racist thinking on mixing. This in turn has 
influenced state policies such as the US anti-miscegenation laws and Immorality laws in 
South Africa, which made racial mixing illegal. Historically the ideology of racism has been 
synonymous with scientific racism in its most virulent form, although of course the 
foundations go further back in European history (cf. Segal 1995, Thomas 1997). Under the 
auspices of racial science, mixed-race was seen as a biological aberration that would 
‘weaken’ or ‘dilute’ the superior white race/s. Clearly, the issue of ‘racial purity’ is 
dialectically related to the positive value given to whiteness. In its absent presence, as a 
naturalised non-racial identity, whiteness plays a pivotal role in race ideology. Olumide 
suggests that mixing race disturbs the racial order, and reveals the conditionality of white 
privilege, especially for women. As quoting from one respondent illustrates:  
 
As a white woman out on my own, I can go anywhere. As a white woman with my black 
kids, I am called names. As a white woman out with black kids and a black man, I am a 
‘white bitch’ and my kids are ‘black bastards’ (p. 31). 
 
Clearly, whiteness is not monolithic and is structured by gender and class. Nevertheless it 
is at the juncture of mixture that whiteness reveals itself, makes itself known, as privilege 
which must be guarded, and for those who transgress, compromised. Women are thus 
treated as transgressors who have failed in their implicit duty to reproduce ‘own-kind’ 
(sic). Olumide makes the link between the implied control of women’s reproduction and the 
patrolling of racial borders.  
 
Despite Olumide’s suggestive remarks on whiteness as a racial category, however, she 
does not fully develop the idea in her work. Also, her historical arguments and excerpts 
from the history of mixed race, although necessarily selective, miss important moments. 
For a book on mixed race, she misses the opportunity to explore the different racialisation 
process in Latin America; one that has always permitted a larger space for mixed-race 
identity but conversely less social space to be black. One would perhaps have expected 
to find a footnote on Brazil, a nation of mixed-race relationships (cf. Thomas 1995; Kraay 
1995). In addition the historical formation of whiteness is not treated in any detail. (cf. 
Allen, 1994, Ignatieve, 1995, Jacobson 1998, Roediger, 1991). However, this is not a 
serious criticism, as the historical data is potentially overwhelming. 
 
Social Science and Mixed Race 
Frank Furedi’s contribution to the Song & Park volume, ‘How Sociology Imagined Mixed-
Race’, makes a strong case for the complicity of sociological discourses of pathology on 
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mixed-race in the early twentieth century. He documents a shift from overt biologically 
grounded strictures on mixing race to a psychosocial conceptualisation of mixed-race 
propounded by social scientists. Furedi argues persuasively that the ideas of class and 
breeding were the lens through which elite discourses viewed race mixing. For example, in 
the 1930’s and 1940s, those who mixed, mostly poor working class women, were labelled 
pathological and immoral. It is within this context, that both Furedi and Olumide discuss 
the seminal importance and influence, in Britain and the US, of American sociologist E.V. 
Stonequist’s (1937) study the Marginal Man: A study in Personality and Culture Conflict.  
 
Stonequist’s idea was that the ‘marginal man’ was a fragmented being: an individual who 
was not firmly rooted in a particular culture. Thus, it was applied to the educated colonial 
subject, the urban ‘Negro’ and epitomised by the mixed race individual. It provided an 
explanation for black frustration and reactions against racism as a form of psychological 
maladjustment. Rather than seeking explanations in the environment, they supposed the 
problem resided in the individual. What Stonequist and other leading sociologists of the 
time did in propounding the idea of ‘marginal man’ was give new life to the ‘tragic mulatto’ 
of literature and added social scientific credence to racial prejudices. As Furedi surmises,  
 

The discourse on the in-between person was a discussion of the maintenance of 
existing social, cultural and racial boundaries. By his very existence the marginal man 
was seen to question the durability of these boundaries… The insistence on moral 
difference represented an attempt to uphold a line and repulse those whom claimed an 
equal status. They might be ‘in-between’ but they were not conceptualised as a bridge 
between the races. (p. 35f.) 

 
This theme is echoed in Olumide’s rich qualitative data, that mixed-race children and 
adults are often made to feel, by others, that they are ‘incomplete’ or must be 
maladjusted by being ‘in-between’ races, cultures, ethnicities, and religions. 
 
The Lived Experience of Mixed-Race 
Olumide advances a theoretical account of the lived experiences of those engaged in 
mixed-race situations. Her theory is grounded in her empirical study: interviews with 
people who inhabit mixed-race situations. She provides a definition of what she refers to 
as the mixed-race condition, which ‘refers to the patterns and commonality of experience 
among those who obstruct whatever purpose race is being put to at a particular time ’ (p. 
2). This makes it clear that she views the mixed-race condition as subversive and 
deconstructive of racial ideology. Her idiosyncratic definition stands up rather well, in that 
it captures the complexity of mixed-race situations, for it covers more than mixed-race 
individuals but all manner of different family contexts which are richly illustrated in her 
data. 
 
The latter part of Olumide’s book is the most interesting. Here she presents her interview 
data which exemplify with sublime clarity the condition of mixed-race, its paradoxes, 
illusions, its tragedies, its successes; of individuals coping in a racial maelstrom. She 
explores how themes of ‘difference’ are played out in family and public contexts. Some of 
the themes that emerge from her data are strategies that those in mixed-race conditions 
enact in their daily lives. Parents spoke of the need to ‘prepare’ their children and support 
them but there were divergent views on what was to be done. Some thought that 
difference should be acknowledged and children taught to value both their heritages, 
whereas others expressed a desire to teach that racial difference does not matter. As she 
points out this is often difficult to put in practice, especially for children who are either 
transracially adopted or in single parent families or families where the ancestral home of 
one parent is geographical distant. Moreover, the assumption made by parents is that 
they each represent a complete ‘culture’ to a child, and in many cases it is the ‘ethnic ’ or 
non-white ‘culture’ that is referred to when one hears that a mixed-race child must know 
their ‘culture’.  
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A constant theme is the idea that mixed relationships are wrong, or from the perspective 
of the mixed-race individual that they had the ‘wrong parents’ (sic). This is something that 
one of Olumide’s interviewees articulates: a woman of Jewish parents and whose son has 
an African father. 
 

I think white women with mixed race children are often assumed to have adopted their 
kids. When my son was a baby people used to talk to me and be all friendly and to 
admire the baby in his pram. If they said anything about being a foster parent I just 
used to say, ‘no, he’s mine.’ You could see their faces change as the full horror of me 
having slept with a black man slowly dawned. Then they’d get embarrassed and hurry 
off. It just is not supposed to happen (p. 107). 

 
It is puzzling that Olumide does not comment on the rather suggestive remark made here, 
on the ‘horror of having slept with a black man’. The horror being referred to is the last 
taboo that stalks the mixed-race condition and our discussion: ideas, fantasies and 
stereotypes of sexuality. Here are issues bound up with slavery, colonialism, myths of 
‘primitive’ black hyper-sexuality and black bodies (cf. Kohn 1995: 117; Pieterse 1995; 
Fanon 1967: 63). The content of the abuse reported in her study confirm these complex 
legacies and ideas. For white women, being called ‘nigger lovers’ and ‘slags’ reveal the 
racist assumption that white women can only be attracted to black men because they are 
sexually promiscuous, hence immoral, or deficient in some way. For black women, the 
imputed motives are a desire to ‘trade up’; the assumption being that mixing is driven by a 
desire, perhaps, for ‘class mobility’ or white privilege, which is revealing in itself; again 
issues of class intersect with issues of race and gender.  
 
In addition to the sexualising of mixed race is the view that mixing is a form of betrayal to 
one’s ethnicity/race. Again, Olumide’s data is corroborated by similar studies (e.g., Alibhai-
Brown 2001: 25). Least the impression is given that only the white community expresses 
strong disapproval of racial mixing; according to the findings of a recent survey (Modood, 
Berthoud et al. 1997), 40% of Pakistanis in their sample said that they would mind very 
much if a close relative were to marry a white person, the highest amongst all the 
minorities polled. It is interesting to note that the question was only asked in reference to 
marriage with white partners. 
 
Ifekwunigwe’s chapter in the Parker and Song volume, ‘Re-Membering “Race”‘, also 
provides thought-provoking narratives which give an insight into the paradoxes of racial 
classification. She discusses Ruby, a mixed African and English woman, married to a white 
Englishman, who describes an incident where her white female friend was assumed to be 
the mother of her children who look phenotypically white. Ifekwunigwe comments: 
 

While their physical appearances enable Ruby’s children to occupy the privileged space 
of Whiteness, for Ruby, being or becoming White is never presented as a public 
option…in a public domain Ruby must disinherit the very children to whom she has given 
birth and whom in the domestic sphere nurtures (p. 52). 

 
These are the everyday and sometimes painful paradoxes where the mixed-race condition 
confront and confound racial ideology, where white women give birth to black children and 
those black children can give birth to white children. What the narratives presented in 
both Ifekwunigwe and Olumide’s work show, is that ‘folk’ classifications of race are deeply 
aesthetic, and are quite arbitrary. People are trying to read into the mixed body, racial 
essences with often painful results. What comes out clearly from their interview data is 
that despite the difficulties they face, mixed-race individuals are forging positive identities 
which are more than the sum of their heritages.  
 



 
 
 

Mansaray, Raiding the Gene Pool 
 
 

104 

Who is Mixed-Race? 
The Parker and Song volume also contains two extremely insightful papers by Minelle 
Mahtani and April Moreno, ‘Same Difference’ and ‘I’m a Blonde-Haired, Blue-Eyed Black Girl’. 
Mahtani, (herself of Iranian and Indian heritage), and Moreno, (of Chinese and Mexican 
American ancestry), widen the scope of the debate by pointing out that most of the 
writing on mixed race has focused on the mixing of bi-polar categories of white and black, 
and has had little to say about other mixtures between individuals who are not white. This 
they argue leaves out an important area of racialised experience which cannot be simply 
mapped onto the white/black paradigm; that mixed-race is not the same thing as part-
white. Thus, they call into question the meaning of mixed-race and to whom it applies.  
 
Mahtani suggests that being ‘differently’ mixed has its own ontology: ‘I feel that my 
relationship to whiteness is fraught with a different kind of tension than those who claim 
partial white heritage’ (p. 68). The tension is an interesting one. It could of course be 
argued that in fact both authors are not mixed-race but multi-ethnic. But, as they rightly 
reply, who decides and by what criteria? Even to assume that there is an answer to who 
is and is not mixed-race is to beg many questions about what constitutes a race, an 
ethnicity, and a culture. Quite clearly, if we employ Olumide’s definition of mixed-race, as 
an obstruction of racial ideology, they are evidently, and rightly, mixed-race. Their racial 
ambiguity endangers racial borders. More pernicious is the premise that perhaps mixing 
with white is the only kind of mixture that deserves the name. As Moreno articulates from 
her experience:  
 

When people ask me about ‘my background’, they often respond with comments about 
how interesting it must be to be mixed, yet very often follow with their comments on 
their ‘favourite’ mixes, which usually involve ‘mixes’ with white heritage. I often feel 
insulted by this, as people (indirectly) seem to be telling me that ‘being mixed is 
beautiful and exotic, but you would be even more attractive if you were part white’ (p. 
70). 

 
They propose, as living exemplars, that the concept of mixed-race does and should go 
beyond black and white, and as academics this needs to be reflected in our theories and 
understandings.  
 
By all accounts, most African-Americans have significant European ancestry (cf. Parra et 
al. 1998). Thus, to some extent, most black Americans are already mixed-race. This 
revelation, if one can call it that, has coincided with a mini-boom in biographical writings in 
the US on those ‘discovering’ their mixed heritages. Paul Spikard, contribution to the 
Parker and Song collection ‘The Subject is Mixed Race: The Boom in Biracial Biography’, 
casts a critical eye on the situation. While generally sympathetic to such biographies, he 
wonders for whom, and how are these biographies consumed? Most of the biographies he 
surveys are about black and white mixtures (e.g., Gregory Williams’ Life On The Colour 
Line: The True Story of a White Boy Who Discovered He Was Black). He wryly suggests 
that: 
 

perhaps such biographies may be popular because they are comfortable vehicles by 
which White readers can enter into the exotic and frightening world of Blacks in the 
company of a domesticated, half-white guide… [it] is odd testimony to the degree to 
which the Black-White encounter holds centre stage in the American racial imagination 
despite the presence of many other important racial dynamics’ (p. 77f.).  

Counting Mixed-Race 
Charlie Owen’s contribution, ‘“Mixed Race” in Official Statistics’, discusses mixed-race as a 
statistical category, and problems of counting mixed race. This is highly pertinent 
because, for the first time, in the latest US and British census, data on mixed race was 
directly collected. This represents a dramatic shift, largely brought about by pressure 
groups representing mixed-race communities, expressing, on both sides of the Atlantic, 
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dissatisfaction with standard classifications. He suggests statistics which indicate the 
young age profile of the mixed population in the UK are not statistical artefacts, created 
by well meaning parents, but track a demographically significant and relatively ignored 
population of children.76  
 
Owen notes the sometimes seemingly arbitrary instructions given to census coders of the 
1991 census in the UK. Where a response such as ‘English–West Indian’ is coded as mixed, 
when written without the hyphen is classified as non-mixed. He comments, that ‘while 
these coding rules are clear, and provide consistent coding rules for different coders, it is 
obvious that they are arbitrary and in no way objective’ (p. 142). The problem is that in 
the 1991 census mixed individuals were encouraged to identify with one ethnic or racial 
group, whereas the census of 2001 had a mixed category. In the US, the census 
authorities took a different route from the British and allowed individuals to tick more than 
one category. Although Owen points out that many mixed-race organisations objected and 
argued for a mixed category. There are those who argue that because mixed-race 
individuals are discriminated against, the introduction of such a category is divisive to 
black or minority solidarity.  
 
While the recent censuses represent a real step forward in our quantitative understanding 
of the mixed population, there are obvious conceptual difficulties with both the American 
and the UK approaches. How many generations of mixture count? Conversely when do we 
stop counting successive offspring as mixed? When do they become naturalised and 
unambiguously ‘white’ or black or whatever? If families within a generation can change 
race, what does this tell us about racial classifications in the first place? Clearly mixed 
race is a fluid concept, the challenge for the state and the sociological literature is how to 
track and keep up with this reality. 
 
Conclusions 
Olumide is in no doubt that mixed-race is a ‘slimy’ concept, (a term she borrows from 
Zgymunt Bauman). The mixed-race condition undermines race ideology and the order it 
seeks to maintain. It exposes the fiction of pure races, and thus: ‘to maintain order, 
ambiguity must apparently be reduced either through its exclusion, its incorporation into 
the non-ambiguous, or else its extermination’ (p. 155).  
 
Both books raise more questions than they answer, but this should be expected. For those 
interested in the new and interesting directions the sociology and politics of 
identity/race/ethnicity may be heading these are fascinating and stimulating readings. The 
condition of mixed race is a salutary reminder of our own ambivalent and complex 
identities, a point that Stuart Hall (1996: 4) captures when he says that: 
 

Identities are never unified and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and 
fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting 
and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions… [and] are constantly in the 
process of change and transformation.  

References 
Alibhai-Brown, Y., 2001, Mixed Feelings. The Complex Lives of Mixed-Race Britons. London. 
Women’s Press.  
Allen, T.,1994, The Invention of the White Race. Volume One: Oppression and Social 
Control. London: Verso. 
Bulmer, M. and Solomos, J., 1999, Racism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
Frankenburg, R., 1993, White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of 
Whiteness. London: Routledge. 

                                                 
76 The mixed-race population has the most youthful age profile, 55% of those identified as mixed-race, in 
the most recent edition of Social Trends, were under the age of 16; the proportion of the white population 
under 16 was 19% (Summerfield & Babb 2003: 32). 



 
 
 

Mansaray, Raiding the Gene Pool 
 
 

106 

Hall, S., 1996, ‘Introduction: Who Needs Identity?’, in Hall, S. and Du Gay, P., eds., 
Questions of Cultural Identity. London: Sage. 
Ignatieve, N., 1995, How the Irish Became White. London: Routledge.  
Jacobson, M. F., 1998, Whiteness of a Different Colour: European Immigration and the 
Alchemy of Race. London: Harvard Press 
Kohn, M., 1995, The Race Gallery: The Return of Racial Science. London: Jonathan Cape. 
Kraay, H., ed., 1995, Afro-Brazilian Culture and Politics: Bahia, 1790s-1990s. London: M. E. 
Sharpe. 
Macmaster, N., 2001, Racism in Europe, 1870-2000. Basingstoke: Palgrave. 
Modood, T. and Berthoud, R., 1997, Ethnic Minorities in Britain. London: Policy Studies 
Institute. 
ONS, 2003, Ethnicity and Religion, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp? id=349  
ONS 2003. Ethnicity: population. http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp? id=273 
Parra, J., 1998, ‘Estimating African American Admixture Proportions by Use of Population-
Specific Alleles’, American Journal of Human Genetics, vol. 63, 1839-1851. 
http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/AJHG/journal/issues/v63n6/980409/ 980409. 
Pieterse, N., 1995, White on Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western Popular 
Culture. Yale: Yale University Press. 
Roediger, D., 1991, The Wages Of Whiteness: Race And The Making Of The American 
Working Class. London: Verso. 
Segal, R., 1995, The Black Diaspora: Five Centuries of the Black Experience Outside of 
Africa. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 
Stonequist, E. V., 1937, Marginal Man: A Study in Personality and Culture Conflict. New 
York: Russell & Russell. 
Summerfield, Carol and Babb, Penny, eds., 2003, Social Trends 33, HMSO, London, 
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/downloads/theme_social/Social_Trends33/ Social_ 
Trends_33.pdf 
Thomas, H., 1997, The Slave Trade: The History of the Atlantic Slave Trade 1440-1870. 
London: Picador.  
Williams, G., 1995, Life On The Colour Line: The True Story Of A White Boy Who 
Discovered He Was Black. New York: Dutton.  
 



 

The Global Review of Ethnopolitics   
Vol. 2, no. 3-4, March/June 2003, 107-108 

 
 

Copyright © Sean Martin 2003. All rights reserved. 

WEBSITE REVIEW 
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Name of Site: Civil Society International 
Author: Holt Ruffin, Executive Director 
URL: http://www.civilsoc.org  
Type of site: NGO 
Housed at: Civil Society International, Seattle, Washington, USA 
Status on 27th January 2003: live 

 
Based in Seattle, Washington, Civil Society International works to promote the activities 
of nongovernmental organizations throughout the world and to provide those interested in 
civil society with the resources they need to do their work. Holt Ruffin, the founder of Civil 
Society International, brings to the task years of experience in economics and policy 
analysis. The stated mission of the group, with advisors such as Elena Bonner of the 
Andrei Sakharov Foundation and S. Frederick Starr of the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute 
at Johns Hopkins University, is ‘to strengthen and assist citizen organizations worldwide 
working for democratic institutions, clean environments, and liberal, open economic 
systems that promote personal responsibility and the spirit of enterprise within social 
networks that reflect human solidarity and the imperative of compassion for those less 
favored by life circumstances.’ 
 
Visitors to the site benefit greatly from comprehensive coverage of job openings, funding 
opportunities, links to organizations worldwide, links to other research centers, and 
documents relevant to the field. The site is easy to navigate and the various sections are 
clearly marked. The ‘Opportunities’ section of the site lists events and conferences, 
funding resources, grants and scholarships, study abroad, volunteer, and exchange 
programs, and jobs and internships. ‘International Organizations’ lists select 
nongovernmental organizations in many different categories, including agriculture, religion, 
security and peace, social welfare, women, and youth. The site provides brief overviews 
of the activities of the organizations listed in a few sentences. These listings very 
helpfully link directly to the websites of the organizations mentioned and described. Under 
‘Documents,’ one can find material related to the rights of lawyers in Azerbaijan or 
information on restrictions on Belarussian NGOs.  
 
All the regions of the world are listed under ‘Regions and Nations,’ but the only active links 
are for ‘Eastern Europe including Baltic Countries’ and ‘Eurasia’. A full range of specific 
NGOs is listed for each country, though it is clear that the listings are not complete. 
Unfortunately, the links here are simply descriptions of the organizations, where the 
contact information and website link are given. Viewing many of the descriptions of the 
various organizations, I was disappointed to find that many of them had not been updated 
for three or four years. This is especially unfortunate, since smaller organizations 
frequently move, merge with other groups, or simply dissolve. The listings offer an idea of 
the range of the activities undertaken in a given country but, because so many have not 
been updated, are not reliable.  

 
Generally speaking, the site promises more than it delivers. There are several 
categories that remain undeveloped and no indication of current plans for when the 
information on these topics will be accessible. Unfortunately, other sections of the site 
are also often outdated. Announcements for fellowship programs or study abroad 
opportunities, for example, may be one or two years old. The job openings listed are 
more current, though they also reflect the limited offerings of the other sections. 
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The most useful feature of the website is the opportunity to subscribe to the Civil Society 
International e-mail discussion board. Providing a way for professionals in nongovernmental 
organizations worldwide to contact each other, the discussion list facilitates networking 
more than it does lengthy discussion. Recent postings have concerned the upcoming 
elections in Armenia and constitutional changes in Kyrgyzstan. Specific requests from 
individuals make the list as well. These are rather diverse, from individuals seeking 
information about where to turn for HIV treatment in Bosnia or from volunteers at a 
Russian school trying to raise money to purchase athletic equipment.  

 
Civil Society International is an important resource for activists, academics, lawyers, 
and human rights professionals. Because only some of the information can be counted 
on to be current, its usefulness is limited. Like other sites of its kind, Civil Society 
International focuses solely on institutions currently a part of civil society throughout 
the world. Resources for scholars wishing to study the development of civil society 
throughout history or to examine such issues as the relationship between civil society 
and government will not find these concerns presented here. This is unfortunate, 
because as one of the few websites with comprehensive coverage of civil society, Civil 
Society International could also serve effectively as a resource center for academic 
study. One hopes the site will grow into what it could be, a reliable resource that not 
only provides information about specific organizations but that also acts as a link 
between the worlds of nongovernmental organizations, human rights professionals, and 
academia.  
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REVIEWS 
 
The Asian Gang: Ethnicity, Identity, Masculinity 
Claire E. Alexander 
Berg Publishers, Oxford and New York, 2000 
Hbk: ISBN 185973314X £45.00  US$65.00 
Pbk: ISBN 1859733190 £14.99  US$19.50 
pp. 262 (includes: index and bibliography) 
 
Alexander’s book is perhaps an even more timely study now than when it was initially 
published. In the wake of 9/11 and the suspicion that has subsequently fallen upon 
Muslims, studies of identity construction that encourage an appreciation of the complex 
nature of this process and that highlight the misunderstanding that certain groups suffer 
from are to be welcomed. 
 
Alexander explores some of the negative, essentialising stereotypes that surround Asian 
youth. While Muslims have recently been demonised as part of a cultural clash with 
Western values, the ‘Asian Gang’ is the new ‘folk devil’ threatening to destabilise society in 
the United Kingdom. Arguing that the perception of Asians in the UK has undergone a 
transformation whereby they are no longer understood as a homogeneous group, she 
contends that there is a dualist split between categorising Asians as either Muslim or non-
Muslim. It appears to be Muslim groupings such as Pakistanis and Bengalis who have 
suffered from this classification. They have been subject to the overtones of dominant 
representations of Muslims as aggressive, fundamentalist and threatening. 
 
Her focus for the project is an all male youth group in South East London who class 
themselves as Bengali and Muslim in origin although not necessarily as practising members 
of Islam. Alexander charts how these young men engage with the representations that 
impact upon their identity, their struggle with the imposition of labels that they feel do not 
‘fit’.  
 
The perception of young men roaming around estates as part of violent criminal gangs is 
one such negative characterisation. The author examines how this group of young men 
were cast as a ‘gang’ through a series of interviews with them and her own observations. 
Her thesis is not to assert that the youths she studied are innocent and blameless but 
rather to examine why they should be portrayed as they were. The activities of the young 
men are chronicled through their relationships with each other, their peers in school and 
with their reactions to their youth workers. Tales of violent, sometimes seemingly 
vindictive outbursts by the young men are told, often relating to their rivalries with other 
groups.  
 
Although Alexander intends this study to have wider implications beyond its narrow focus, 
it is often difficult to make these connections. The main subjects of the study are a 
handful of teenage boys almost all of whom live on one housing estate. This was clearly a 
very personal project for Claire Alexander and she became closely involved with the youth 
group as a volunteer worker, gaining the confidence of the young men and making close 
friends with some of her co-workers. It seems that it was not only a personal but a life 
changing experience for Alexander, who has an Indian birth mother but white adoptive 
parents and had always felt a sense of dislocation from an Asian community she had not 
grown up as part of. My criticism is not that this level of personal involvement stunted 
Alexander’s capacity to be objective, but rather that it contributed to the difficulty in 
understanding the thread of her narrative.  
 
At her own admission, despite her desire to involve the young men closely in the project in 
order to make the narrative dialogic rather than monologic, the presentation of the 
material is undoubtedly authored and therefore controlled by Alexander. Although some of 
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her co-workers in the youth group read the manuscript and suggested alternative 
interpretations to events from Alexander, it is of course impossible to include all these 
views in one text. She acknowledges that the book was ‘authored’ to a greater degree 
than expected. In this case the noble aim of involving the subjects and objects of study in 
what she calls a ‘fiction’ appears to have contributed to confusion over the construction 
of the narrative.  
 
I think this book could have been more successful if it had been presented to the reader in 
a more coherent form because although some of the complexity and subtlety that 
Alexander manages to capture may have been lost, we may have been able to learn from 
the study more easily. And surely that should be the main point of a study such as this. 
We hope to learn theoretically as academics and perhaps to learn morally as individuals 
who are part of the wider society that might stereotype these young men and other 
groups who suffer misunderstanding as a result of the wayward imagination of those 
around them. 
 
Jane McConkey, Queen’s University Belfast 
 

*** 
 
Indigenous Peoples and Ethnic Minorities of Pakistan: Constitutional and Legal 
Perspectives 
Series: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, Vol. 84 
Shaheen Sardar Ali and Javaid Rehman  
Curzon, 2001 
Hbk: ISBN: 0700711597 £50.00 
pp. vii + 184 (including: index, appendices, select bibliography and chapter notes & 
references) 
 
Pakistan means the `land of the pure’ in Urdu. Partially its name functions as an acronym 
where letters stand for the state’s regions: P for Punjab and Baluchistan (as the sounds 
/p/ and /b/ are allophones of the same phoneme in Urdu), A for Azad Jammu, K for 
Kashmir, S for Sindh, and N for the North-West Frontier Province. The Persian morpheme 
`stan’ denotes a country. In face of Jinnah’s 1940 drive for carving a Muslim state out of 
British India, Gandhi seems to have all too easily resigned from the ideal of recreating the 
whole colony as a civic nation-state. The result, the 1947 partition, has been the single 
most formative event for the social, political and economic shape of Pakistan and India. 
Ten to fifteen million people crossed the newly established border and one million died in 
this process. This tragedy’s magnitude cannot be compared with anything else but the 
flight and expulsion of Germans from postwar Poland and Czechoslovakia. The scar, 
together with the 1971 secession of East Pakistan (Bangladesh), has determined the 
whole history of Pakistan and its relations with its neighbors. This provides the backdrop 
against which the issue of minorities in Pakistan is explore by Ali and Rehman. 
 
The book’s authors divide their professional life between the UK and Pakistan. Tellingly, 
this work was possible thanks to the World Bank and the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies. 
None of the under financed Pakistani universities would have an interest in commissioning 
such a study. Pakistan’s checkered history of democracy and dictatorship also deters the 
scholar from engaging in research that may touch upon issues of political significance. This 
factor also accounts for Ali and Rehman’s decision not to acknowledge their sources of 
information for the fear of their informants’ safety (p. 4). 
 
Contrary to its title, this is not so much a book on the indigenous peoples and ethnic 
minorities of Pakistan, but on the legal, administrative, governance and international 
problems Islamabad has faced as it has been pressured to conform to international 
democratic norms. 
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In chapter one, the authors probe into the semantic overlapping and ambiguity of the 
terms `indigenous peoples’ and `ethnic minorities’ before analyzing, in the next chapter, 
the constitutional provisions that affect these groups in Pakistan. The overview of 
Pakistan’s institutional arrangements for the protection of ‘ethnic minorities’ and 
‘indigenous peoples’ is presented in chapter three. The authors argue that grounding the 
founding of Pakistan in religion led to the neglect of ethnic and regional differences. They 
also point out that the imposition of Urdu as the national language caused the secession 
of Bengali-speaking Bangladesh from Pakistan. This insensitive language policy still 
contributes to the rise and continued existence of separatist movements of non-Urdu-
speaking Pakhtuns in the North-West Frontier Province, Baluchs in Baluchistan, and Sindhis 
in Sindh. 
 
Chapter four is devoted to the federally (FATA) and provincially (PATA) administered tribal 
areas. Numbering twenty-two they spread along Pakistan’s mountainous border with 
Afghanistan. This administrative-cum-legal arrangement dates back to British rule in the 
region, when London granted Pakhtun clans with wide-ranging self-government in return 
for the protection of roads and mountain passes. The regular law legislated by the 
Pakistani Parliament does not apply to these areas. A similar situation obtains in the 
multiethnic Federally Administered Northern Areas (FANA) (chapter ten). To add another 
complication, FANA is claimed by India, and the Pakistani Constitution is not clear if this 
region is part of Pakistan’s territory or not (p. 138). 
 
Islamabad is unwilling to accept the significance of ethnicity as it would clash with the 
religious ideological basis of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and would grant a modicum of 
recognition to separatist movements. There is the fear that this would open the way for 
the establishing of the nation-states of the Baluchs (chapter five) and the Sindhis 
(chapter six) as well as for predominantly Pukhtun Afghanistan’s annexation of the bulk of 
the North-West Frontier Province inhabited by Pukhtuns (chapter eight). Interestingly, as 
of 1974, the Azad (i.e. `free [from India]’) state of Jammu and Kashmir was granted a kind 
of national status complete with its own national flag and anthem (p. 121). But this is 
mainly due to Pakistan’s squabble with India over this divided and predominantly Muslim 
land. Through offering so much to the Kashmiris Islamabad keeps alive opposition against 
Delhi in India’s section of Jammu and Kashmir. 
 
Pakistan’s post-1973 flirtation with federalism has been half-hearted. Islamabad’s influence 
in the provinces is larger than that of the provincially elected assemblies. Perhaps this is 
due to the fact that the 1956 reorganization of India on the basis of states coordinated 
with majority language communities backfired with the increase in demands of national 
independence for this state’s various regions. Pakistan did not wish to repeat this mistake. 
The continued overrepresentation of Punjabis in the federal administration and the army, 
however, breeds discontent and does not diminish separatism (chapter seven). 
 
Pakistan’s current Constitution of 1973 provides only for the protection of religious 
minorities (p. 21). Minorities, however, are interpreted as those belonging to monotheistic 
religions. The Kalsh, pejoratively dubbed as `kaffirs’ (non-believers) by their Muslim 
neighbors, are neglected, even oppressed by the state. Chapter eleven is devoted to the 
plight of this tiny group of 3,000. 
 
Pakistan has lived through periods of democracy and dictatorship. The book concludes 
with several documents issued in 1999 when democracy was terminated once again. This 
allowed the authors to update the reader on the legal situation of Pakistan’s minorities up 
to February 2001 (p. vii). The authors conclude that there should be a balance struck 
between one’s own ethnocentrism and respect for other ethnic groups. This may not be 
possible without achieving dynamic economic growth and widespread literacy. On the 
other hand, further neglect of ethnic differences and minorities may deepen continuing 
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repression of certain groups of the 130-million-strong population and also contribute to 
separatism.  
 
I recommend this clearly written little book as an introduction to modern Pakistan. Due to 
its wide aspirations it is not so much a book on Pakistan’s indigenous peoples and ethnic 
minorities but on the variegated problems Islamabad has faced and has to stand up to 
now, when its US ally presses Pakistan for the reintroduction of democracy. Having said 
that, it is hard to overlook the work’s impressionistic composition when information on 
certain issues is dispersed in various places. The curious obsolete usage of `race’ for an 
ethnic group (cf. p. 88) surprises as well as the lack of a map of Pakistan in the profusion 
of the fourteen maps of provinces and ethnic territories. 
 
Tomasz Kamusella, Opole University, Poland & European University Institute, Italy 
 

*** 
 
Racist Murder and Pressure Group Politics: The Macpherson Report and the Police 
Norman Dennis, George Erdos, Ahmed Al-Shahi 
CIVITAS, London 2000. 
PBK: ISBN 1903386063 £6.00 
pp. 178, (including: notes & index) 
 
Institutional Racism and the Police: Fact or Fiction?  
David Green (ed.),  
CIVITAS, London 2000. 
PBK: ISBN 1903386063 £4.00 
pp. 178, (including: appendix & notes) 
 
The 1999 Macpherson Report of the Inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence has 
become a landmark in British race relations policy. The Report has influenced not only the 
policy of the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS), that it set out to investigate, but all 
subsequent race relations policies in all areas of public life. The two books reviewed here 
represent a bold swipe at the self-congratulatory Blairite multiculturalism that 
subsequently pervades much of race relations policy in Britain today.  
 
The first of these, Racist Murder, described by CIVITAS’ David Green as a ‘major study’ 
into the Macpherson Inquiry sets out to make an intellectually robust rebuttal of the 
Inquiry and the thinking behind it. The tone of Racist Murder is initially that of common 
sense. For example, the authors appeal to the reader’s sense of fair play when they point-
out that ‘inconsistent with findings of Police Racism, Macpherson refers to the ‘good 
intentions’ of the officers involved in family liaison with the Lawrences’ (p. 2). Apparent 
contradictions are thus highlighted and much hinges on Macpherson’s finding that there 
was no evidence of MPS policies that were overtly racist. In the words of the Macpherson 
Report: ‘“No such evidence is before us, indeed the contrary is true”‘ (p. 2, Stephen 
Lawrence Inquiry, p. 24). If there is no overt racism or overtly racist policies, the 
argument goes, then how can you possibly make the charge of institutional racism stick?  
 
Soon, however, with little else to ground its arguments on, the sober façade of Racist 
Murder dissolves and origins of CIVITAS in the Thatcherite Institute of Economic Affairs 
becomes evident. Without being clear whether it is as individuals or as an institution, the 
Police are portrayed alternatively as victims of a Stalinist Show Trial, and as unwilling 
participants in an over elaborate, chaotic and costly politically-correct pantomime. After 
benefiting from some initial expressions of sympathy - noblesse oblige - the Lawrences are 
finally dismissed as the puppets of fanatical anti-racists and their Commissar solicitors.  
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As the counter arguments become more ridiculous the high standards of academic rigour 
that Racist Murder expects of the Inquiry cease to apply. For example, take the books’ 
examination of the interactions between the MPS and the traumatised Duwayne Brooks, 
Stephen Lawrence’s companion on the night of his murder. Brooks’ initial behaviour is 
measured against a mythical standard of British behaviour, boldly ‘deduced’ as follows: 
 

There is a passage in John Buchan’s The Thirty Nine Steps, first published in 
1915, in which a group of suspects is made to say “we want to assist the law, 
like all Englishmen”. The perennial popularity of the book… suggests that this 
pro-police attitude struck a chord of approval among English people at the time 
and subsequently (p. 126). 

 
After a section that meanders through what must be taken to be a Thatcherite re-
discovery of the existence of society and a lesson in liberal pop-sociology we are told that 
the actions of the Acourt gang, suspects in the murder, are not to be explained by racism, 
but by Durkheimian Anomie. Due to the break down of the traditional family, religious and 
other institutions traditional British values have been eroded.  
 
Racist Murder then follows a rather confused attempt to unpick all aspects of the inquiry 
and its methods from myriad angles. The authors conduct a blustering, rather than a 
blistering attack on the bogeymen of 1980s Thatcherism; anti-racists, Marxists of every 
hue, black nationalists etc… The authors perceive these ‘radical revolutionaries’ to be part 
of the Blairite establishment. In these pages the term ‘structural’ is said to belong to the 
‘radical-revolutionary stable’, while the words ‘Negro’ and ‘coloured’ are unfashionable only 
in radical-chic circles.  
 
Racist Murder rejects all analysis of race, boasting instead its ‘colour blindness’. A boast 
which is contradicted by wholehearted endorsement of the use of racial profiling by police 
forces. The reader is left in no doubt as to who is to blame for racial tension and the 
general breakdown of law and order in Britain today; the same bogeymen the book bundles 
together under the term anti-racist.  
 
If Racist Murder heads the disordered rearguard reaction from the new right to 
Macpherson, its companion publication, Institutional Racism and the Police; Fact or 
Fiction?, a collection of essays from disparate points of view brought together ‘[i]n the 
hope of encouraging a more enlightened public debate’ (p. ix), showcases one or two 
interesting examples of contemporary thinking on Macpherson and racism. A range of 
viewpoints from the new right, through classical liberalism, to the Metropolitan Police and 
the Blairite centre left, are represented in the pamphlet.  
 
Lord Skidelsky’s piece, while conceding that unwitting racism can exist, complains about 
the insertion of ‘slippery’ concepts like ‘Institutional racism’ and ‘unwitting racism’ into 
public discourse. But he at least makes his complaints without debasing his arguments by 
making unsavoury references to the Lawrences and to Duwayne Brooks. The effect of 
castigating unwitting racism, according to Skidelsky, is to damage race relations, for 
‘without some tolerance of these [unwitting] “mistakes” it is hard to know how any 
relationships between members of different ethnic groups can be made at all’ (pp. 5-6). A 
compelling argument, but for the fact that Skidelsky casts the Macpherson inquiry in the 
role of a criminal trial. The fact is that in Macpherson’s scheme, “transgressors”, where 
they are individuals rather than institutions, are not punished but, at the very most, 
challenged. Skidelsky also raises the valid point that there is a strong case for examining 
social class as an explanatory factor in the MPS’s handling of the murder investigation, but 
neglects to forward a theoretical framework for looking at race and class (p. 4). 
 
The piece by Metropolitan Police Service Deputy Assistant Commissioner John Grieve and 
his colleague Julie French wholeheartedly accepts the concept of institutional racism, 
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which, they say ‘is more than an academic construct. It is a real experience in the lives of 
countless Londoners’ (p. 9). They welcome Macpherson’s definition for providing ‘the 
clarity that we had sought’ (p. 14), and interestingly makes the only mention in either 
publication of a theoretical definition of race in terms of relations of power. Michael 
Ignatieff cries out for ‘a dose of liberal realism’ proclaiming that the ‘black community’ is a 
fiction ‘because to suppose otherwise is to believe that skin trumps all other identities’ (p. 
21). Mike O’Brien’s piece unsurprisingly, given his position as a Labour MP working in the 
Home Office, reflects Blairite orthodoxy in welcoming Macpherson as a ‘watershed’ in 
British race relations, citing some examples of societal racism that needs to be tackled. It 
also makes the familiar ‘Vindaloo and Reggae’ re-casting of Britishness as multi-cultural. 
The editor David Green’s final piece bemoans the loss of ‘colour-blind’ policing, criticises 
positive discrimination and ends with the liberal cliché: ‘we have come a long way from 
live-and let-live values under which people are free to speak their minds, even if it is 
hurtful to someone else’ (p. 42). 
 
As a contribution to the race debate these two publications have only limited value 
because they resolutely fail to address the central issue of how to theorise race. Except 
in the briefest mention in one article, no mention is made anywhere of arguments either 
for or against seeing race in terms of relations of power or of history. Some of the fault for 
this must lie with the Macpherson report itself for propagating a de-historicised and de-
contextualised definition of race. With a sleight of hand, CIVITAS has gained the maximum 
advantage in this pseudo-debate between the new right and New Labour. What a 
different story it would have been if, in the first place, MacPherson had challenged the 
consensual liberal assumptions which enable the right to control the race debate. For that 
is where the real debate lies. 
 
Shane O’Curry, University of Ulster 
 

*** 
 
Image and Reality of the Israel-Palestine Conflict 
Norman G. Finkelstein 
Verso, 2001 
PBK: ISBN: 1859843395 £15.00  $20.00 
pp. 224 (including: notes, index) 
 
Like The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering (2000), 
which examined the ways in which the ideological representation of the holocaust has 
been politically and financially abused by various Jewish collectivities, often at the 
expense of poor survivors such as the author’s own parents, this book by Finkelstein is 
highly polemic too.  
 
It is not preposterous to assume that all of Finkelstein’s work, including this book, 
emanates from being a son of Shoah survivors. In this book, which deals with the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, he again uses textual analysis techniques, perfected already in The 
Nation on Trial: The Goldhagen Thesis and Historical Truth (1998). This time he uses them 
to examine the narratives, constructed by successive generations of Zionist politicians 
and historians, of Zionism as a military politics for Jewish survival, albeit seen by Israelis as 
a ‘no-choice’ politics, imposed by external (Arab) aggression. Each chapter focuses on the 
arguments constructed by eminent Israeli authors such as Benny Morris, Anita Shapira, 
Abba Eban, Shabtai Teveth and others.  
 
Chapter one, a re-reading of Yosef Gorny’s Zionism and the Arabs, 1882-1948: A Study of 
Ideology, argues that the early Zionists had always intended to have a Jewish majority in 
the whole of Palestine. Strategically, Zionists never sought consensus with the 
Palestinians, and they always relied on a super power (first Turkey, then Britain) to 
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achieve their aims, as they now rely on the USA, the only superpower left. In chapter 
two, Finkelstein analyses Joan Peters’s From Time Immemorial, in which she claims that 
the ‘so-called Palestinians’ were but 700,000 Arabs who migrated into Palestine from 
neighbouring countries during the British Mandate because of the economic opportunities 
presented by the Zionists. Finkelstein takes apart Peters’s methodology by comparing her 
claims with British documents, to reveal her self-contradictory and implausible thesis, 
which, nevertheless, became a cornerstone of Israeli propaganda, centring on the ‘land 
without people for a people without land’ maxim, despite subsequent studies which 
established firmly the origins of the Palestinian nation.  
 
Other chapters deal with Anita Shapira’s argument about the defensive ethos of the 
Zionist movement, an ethos which gave birth to the ‘purity of arms’ adage; and with the 
background to the 1967 and 1973 wars. However, for me the strongest is chapter 3, in 
which Finkelstein examines the pioneering work of the Israeli ‘new historian’ Benny Morris, 
who, in the 1980s, studied Zionist archives to show that the Palestinian refugee problem 
was a product of the 1948 Zionist military action and less so of deliberate expulsion orders 
by Zionist leaders. Finkelstein argues that the ground-breaking, yet controversial Morris, 
despite ample evidence to the contrary, substitutes the Zionist myth of the Palestinians 
fleeing of their own accord and at the behest of their leaders, despite the Israelis 
imploring them to stay, with a new myth, namely that of the dispossession of Palestinian 
refugees as an ‘inevitable’ consequence of the 1948 war. Morris’s own evidence of 
expulsions, massacres, rapes and the demolition of whole villages disavows his conclusion. 
Finkelstein documents these contradictions systematically and persuasively. 
 
The trouble with writing about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is that the moment you send 
a finished work to the publishers, things change, many times over. This is my only criticism 
of this otherwise captivating book, first published in 1995 and re-issued in 2001 during the 
second Intifada. While arguing against Benny Morris was powerful when the book first 
appeared, Morris has himself since denied the claims made in his name, thus confirming 
Finkelstein’s argument.  
 
In a recent speech in Germany, Finkelstein – again speaking as a son of survivors – 
reminded his listeners that the challenge is to both defend the memory of the Nazi 
holocaust and condemn its abuse by American Jewish elites; both defend Jews from malice 
and condemn their overwhelmingly blind support for Israel’s brutal occupation. This book 
demonstrates yet again how myths of a no-choice war were, and are, constructed while 
the erstwhile victims are today’s victimisers. 
 
References 
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*** 

Immigration and European Integration: Towards fortress Europe? 
Andrew Geddes 
Manchester University Press, 2000 
European Policy Research Unit Series 
Hbk: ISBN: 0719056888 £40.00 
Pbk: ISBN: 0719056896 £14.99 
pp. 196 (including: list of abbreviations, figures, bibliography & index) 
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Immigration and European integration constitutes Geddes’ contribution to the research 
series promoted by the European Policy Research Unit of the University of Manchester. 
The series examines different aspects of European Integration through comparative 
analyses of national policies and politics on specific issues. Geddes sets out to examine 
the question as to whether European integration threatens or provides opportunities for an 
open and inclusive citizenship, specifically in relation to third country nationals (TCNs; 
individuals who are resident in the European Union [EU] but are citizens of a nation-state 
outside the EU). 
 
European integration has led to the free movement of goods and services between EU 
member states. As part of the process of economic integration the movement of labour 
within the EU has been liberalised. Since 1968 citizens of EU member states have an 
automatic right to travel to and work in any other member state. These rights, however, 
only extend to citizens. Pro-immigration activists characterise the EU as ‘Fortress Europe’ 
and argue that as the internal borders have become more porous the external ramparts 
have been strengthened. In addition to greater restrictions on immigration into the EU, 
they argue, a two-tier social Europe is becoming more evident. The distinction between 
citizen and non-citizen is becoming more significant. 
 
Geddes agrees with pro-immigration activists that the recent control and securitization of 
specific forms of immigration have dominated the European agenda to the disadvantage of 
specific groups such as asylum seekers and refugees. However, he argues that much of 
the literature about ‘Fortress Europe’ has failed, so far, to acknowledge the potential 
aperture for inclusion that the supranationalisation of migration policies may offer. The 
transfer of competencies to the supranational level, he argues, creates new spaces in 
which a pro-immigration lobby can operate. 
 
Although Geddes focuses on a specific question of the EU’s capacity for inclusion, his 
research comprises a wider scope of analysis. The main body of the book outlines and 
analyses the provisions of the main treaties that have established the EU: the 1957 
Treaty of Rome (chapter 2), the 1986 Single European Act (chapter 3), the 1992 
Maastricht Treaty (chapter 4) and the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty (chapter 5). In particular, 
he focuses on the issues of migration, immigration, asylum and citizenship. He places the 
policy towards TCNs in relation to wider economic, political and ideological considerations 
(e.g., the way in which wider debates about the relative merits of an intergovernmental 
versus a federal future for the EU have had an impact on, and have been played out 
through the discussion of immigration).  
 
Geddes argues that nation-states are not the sole actors in the EU. European integration 
has also meant a proliferation of non-state and non-national agents across levels of 
government. He argues that the process by which immigration policies are developed 
demonstrates that the distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ politics is difficult to sustain in 
practice. He dedicates an entire chapter (chapter 6) to pro-immigration political 
mobilization and non-state transnational contribution. This constitutes by far the most 
interesting and challenging part of Geddes’s analysis as it adds a new dimension to the 
debate and presents an innovative and more optimistic view on European capacity for 
inclusion. Geddes points to pro-immigration umbrella groups such as the European 
Research Centre on Migration and Ethnic Relations, Amnesty International and Caritas as 
the mediating institutions that represent the interests of the migrant groups. These 
organisations offer a unique political opportunity for migrant groups to lobby directly with 
the Commission. Geddes points to a paradox in the lobbyists’ strategy when he says that: 
‘although these groups advance a critique of EU migration policy as currently constituted, 
the answer to the problem tends to be more not less “Europe”‘ (p. 134). We might expect 
that those who criticise the exclusionary tendencies in EU migration policy would also 
criticise the lack of accountability of the European Commission. This is not the case, 
however, for a number of reasons. There is a perception that national governments, and 
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hence the Council of Ministers, are populist on the issue of immigration and asylum, while 
the Commission, as an unelected body, is insulated from these populist pressures. The 
Commission, as the most federalist of the EU institutions, has the greatest interest in 
eroding the nation-state; and thereby creating a more transnational environment for 
migration. The small size of the Commission makes it reliant on the expertise of other 
bodies in the process of formulating policy; and thus provides an opening for lobby groups 
to exert their influence. The input of pressure groups also helps to legitimise the decisions 
taken by the Commission.  
 
Despite his optimism Geddes is very careful to remind the reader of the limited space and 
political opportunity that such cooperation may open, as he is aware of the unresolved 
dilemmas of the representative deficit of the Commission and the precarious nature of this 
mutual legitimation. As he points out, ‘pro-migrant Commission activity need not arise 
because the Commission has a positive view about the rights of migrants (it may or may 
not), but because it has a positive view about the role of the Commission (it certainly 
does)’ (pp. 139-40). 
 
Geddes’s contribution to the European debate over immigration is therefore a long-overdue 
account of the motivations, alliance-building strategies and calculations of EU agents. The 
scope of his analysis is very comprehensive and provides the reader with an exhaustive 
panorama of EU efforts towards integration over immigration issues. This constitutes, 
however, just the starting point of the ensuing discussion, as Geddes himself recognizes 
that there is an urgent need to open the debate towards a more dynamic exchange of 
perspectives and positions. 
 
Silvia Mussano, University of Ulster, UK 
 

*** 
 
Reinventing Japan 
Demetrios G. Papademetriou and Kimberly A. Hamilton 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2000 
PBK: ISBN: 0-87003-182-1 $12.00 
pp. 75 (including: notes) 
 
This monograph is full of interesting information on the state of immigration in Japan, 
presenting an unusual picture of a ‘multi-ethnic ’ society, which is normally viewed as a 
homogeneous society both by the Japanese themselves and by outsiders. The authors 
point out that immigrant workers are the back-bone of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 
(SMEs) because the Japanese themselves will not work for the poor wages offered by 
them. They are also the primary support for a rapidly aging population, and ready labour in 
a country with an exceptionally low fertility rate. A recent UN study estimates that in the 
period 1995-2050 Japan will need 17 million immigrants to keep the population from 
declining and 33.5 million to keep its working-age population (United Nations Population 
Division 2000).  
 
At present there are 1.8 million foreigners in Japan, with Koreans, Chinese and Brazilians 
being the largest groups. In 2000 there were 251,697 unauthorised foreign workers, mainly 
from Korea, China, the Philippines, Malaysia, Iran and Thailand. The Japanese mafia or 
yakuza are known to be particularly prominent in the trafficking of illegal immigrants for the 
entertainment industry, and many SME owners feel that they have no choice but to 
employ illegal immigrants or go under. The authors point out the difficulty in obtaining 
naturalisation in Japan because of the ius sanguinis clause in the 1950 nationality law (p. 
44). Likewise, the granting of citizenship is arbitrary and the process of permanent 
residency is not clearly defined. Ethnic Koreans in Japan are permanent residents but they 
have no right to vote, and while some local governments are coming round to a policy of 
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accepting them into public service jobs, this is not yet the attitude of national 
government where the migration-relevant ministries tend still to view immigration overall as 
a ‘necessary evil’ (p. 47). The authors believe that while some Japanese ministries are 
making the right noises in relation to preparing the Japanese for welcoming more 
immigrants, the reality is that they do not carry them through. This is partly because 
Japanese attitudes to immigrants are shaped by the negative historical Japanese 
relationship with the Korean population in Japan.  
 
The desire of the authors is to see Japan open up to ‘increasingly permanent immigration’ 
(p. 2). Japan will need to incorporate immigrant labour if it is to address labour market 
anomalies. In their epilogue, the authors suggest seven immigration policy ‘rules’ for Japan 
to achieve these goals successfully. A number of issues need to be squarely faced, they 
argue, including the removal of Japan’s ‘ideological blinders’ (p. 65).  
 
The problem with these proposals is that their successful development is premised by the 
authors upon an illusion, namely that Japan’s social and political institutions managed 
change well in the Meiji period and again after World War II and that they can once again 
adapt successfully to the challenge of massive immigration in the next 20 years. We are 
not only asked to believe that the Japanese handled such change well, but also that they 
will be able to repeat the exercise.  
 
Many scholars have doubts as to whether the social and political institutions in Japan ever 
proved equal to managing the challenges of Meiji and World War II (see, e.g., Hendry 
1995; Stockwin 1999; Van Wolferen 1989). After Meiji and the many rebellions against 
Meiji changes, a hierarchical society still remained in place that led to an oligarchy that 
soon fell into the hands of the militarists. After World War II and the occupation, many of 
the proposed reforms either never saw the light of day or were withdrawn soon after their 
introduction. Consequently, it could be argued that Japanese growth and prosperity, 
however impressive, has been at a price to the society as a whole.  
 
The authors themselves acknowledge this illusion, though often only in their footnotes. On 
page 2, footnote 1 acknowledges that Japan is the world’s highest debtor, while footnote 
2 recognises the problem of ‘bureaucratic inertia’, and later the authors speak of the 
‘plodding bureaucratic culture’ (p. 59). They also speak of the ‘inefficient’ (p. 12) 
purchasing and distribution systems, the weakening of the lifetime employment system (p. 
13), ‘undisciplined lending practices’ (p. 13), ‘corruption in the public sector’ (p. 13) and 
the problem of ‘overvalued assets’ (p. 13). The authors also accept other illusions, for 
example, that Japan is one of ‘the most homogeneous… global actors’ (p. 2), yet they 
later note that its homogeneity is ‘carefully tailored’ (p. 49). Elsewhere they note that 
Japan has a ‘significant Korean minority’ (p. 6) numbering almost 700,000, which faces 
‘large-scale prejudice and discrimination’ (p. 44). And they accept that Japan is already a 
‘multi-ethnic society’ (p. 62). 
 
The real challenge for the Japanese is to accept that they are bound to become reliant on 
outsiders for ‘attending to the needs of its affluent and aged population, keeping 
retirement and public health systems afloat, and, in many cases, keeping production 
systems humming’ (p. 20). To do this, maybe they need to re-imagine themselves. So, 
much of the groundwork needs to be done now on the level of attitudes. Change will be 
piecemeal and will occur only when and as the Japanese desire it. It will require them to 
look honestly at their illusions about themselves and the lies about themselves and others 
that these are based upon. Maybe the way forward for the Japanese is to imagine that 
they can lead the way in the development of the world’s most truly multi-cultural society 
which might be an easier illusion for its citizens to work at in a rapidly changing 
environment than the idea that they are the land of unparalleled growth and prosperity. 
On the way, they might reflect upon the fact that the current perception of social 
cohesion in Japan is based on myth. 
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As with all advanced industrial countries, Japan faces a social and cultural exceptionalism. 
Suspicion of outsiders is based on illusions about the unity of the self or uniqueness of 
society, and fear of dilution. In this context, people of all such countries need to examine 
and deal with the basis for the perpetuation of their fears of others. This is the stuff of 
politics.  
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Adrian Millar, free-lance writer, Republic of Ireland 
 

*** 
 
Communal Politics: Facts versus Myths 
Ram Puniyani 
Sage Publications, New Delhi, 2003 
ISBN: PBK: 0761996672 £14.99 $49.95 
pp. 309 (including: index, references). 
 
Indian politics and society have witnessed an unchecked rise to dominance of communal 
politics over the past decade. One primary tactic of Hindu communalists is to incite raw 
passions among majority Hindus through the fabrication and propagation of myths about 
minorities and a glorious Hindu past. This has often led to violent persecution of minority 
Muslims and Christians in the country. Puniyani argues that this ‘myth-making is designed 
to demonise the minority community and play on the fears and insecurities of the people’ 
(p. 12). And that these myths are so all-pervasive that they have become the ‘social 
common sense’ and hence ‘cannot be seen as a mere aberration’ (p. 12). 
  
Puniyani presents each of these myths and confronts them with what he calls facts. Each 
myth clearly stated in a few lines is followed by fact. The collection of Hindu communal 
myths and (secular) facts is extensive and gives a good glimpse of the (non-)issues that 
make up the secularism-communalism contention in India. Facts are supported through an 
eclectic reference to works of secular historians and writers. 
 
Starting with myths about history, he points out, through reference to the historian Romila 
Thapar, how the myth that ‘Aryans were the original inhabitants of this land’ is disproved 
by the best available archeological evidence (p. 31). He refutes the Hindutva claim that 
Vedic society is the foundation of Indian civilization and points out that ‘a very different 
Indus civilization precedes it’ (p. 35). And that, ‘[i]n fact, the Indus civilization is more 
advanced than the subsequent vedic civilization’ (p. 35).  
 
Another frequent communal myth is Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb’s supposed destruction of 
the famous Viswanath Temple of Benaras as an anti-Hindu act. The fact, however, is that 
since a princess was dishonoured near the sanctum sanctorum and the sacred precincts 
despoiled, the temple had to be razed and a new one built. While destruction of temples 
and places of worship did take place during invasions, ‘there is nothing to justify the belief 
that the Muslim kings destroyed Hindu temples to convert Hindus to Islam’ (p. 52).  
 
The myth of Hindutva’s ‘central and major role in the freedom struggle and nation-building’ 
(p. 75) is exposed by reference to Hindutva ideologue, Golwalkar’s lamentation that ‘being 
anti-British was equated with patriotism and nationalism’ (p. 78). The Hindu communalists’ 
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defamation of Gandhi as reponsible for the partition of the country is exposed by showing 
that partition was ‘a logical culmination of communal politics to which everyone – the 
Muslim League, the Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha – contributed equally’ (p. 99). 
Contrary to what his critics claim, ‘Gandhi believed in secular principles and treating 
Muslims on a par’ (p. 98).  
 
Another communal myth is that Muslims will soon outnumber Hindus in the country. After 
presenting population data to the contrary, Puniyani writes that ‘one has to “compliment” 
the Goebbelsian methods of the Hindu right’ (p. 149).  
 
Hindu communalist attempts to change the very secular democratic foundations of the 
Indian polity are nourished by myths that ‘ours is a Constitution based on western values. 
What we need is a Hindu Constitution’ (p. 234). Puniyani responds that the communal 
elites have a morbid fear of our Consitution since it is based on ‘modern values of formal 
equality, and give us the space to strive to achieve real equality through democratic 
struggles’ (p. 234).  
 
Despite its often incisive challenges to Hinduvata myths, the work is however marked by a 
deep tension. For if the communal myths have become the social common sense of the 
people, how can communalism itself be treated as an aberration, a deviation from what is 
presented as the real India, which is supposed to be secular and democratic? In practice, 
therefore, India has hardly been really secular or democratic. Puniyani hints towards this 
but does not base his arguments on this point. Instead he contrasts the communal 
position to what he calls the nationalist position, which is supposed to be secular and 
democratic (pp. 42, 66).  
 
This is a very tenuous position for at least two reasons. One, the same premodern elite 
classes of landlords and upper castes ‘that wanted to sustain the declining pre-modern 
structural hierarchies’ have always been strong and have formed the basis for the 
nationalists Punyani is trying to defend vis-à-vis the communalists (p. 287). Second, as he 
himself points out, since the Congress party, which ruled India for so long, had ‘many 
leaders in important positions who were influenced by Hindu communal ideology... 
communalism remained dormant but never died’ (p. 186). To paraphrase the writer 
Arundhati Roy, the Congress did by night what the Hindu communalists of late do by day. 
 
There is therefore no sustained engagement with the practice of secularism in the 
country. Instead, the ideals of secularism and democracy in the abstract are 
counterpoised by communalism. This gives the impression of communalism being just a 
malignant protuberance rather than a product of the very dynamic  and off-spin of the 
unresolved tensions and contradictions in Indian society and polity. The writer is not 
ignorant of these facts but for lack of any other credible political force in the country 
today he, not always comfortably, identifies himself with the semi-bourgeois, semi-feudal 
nationalist project which forms the social base for communalism as well. 
 
Thus he would rather include even radical social movements in this secular nationalist 
project than go beyond secularism in order to break the hold of traditional feudal classes 
in Indian society. He rightly points out that workers, women and dalits are all affected by 
Hindutva (p. 289). And he also sees that ‘the left-of-centre groups are intensely 
fragmented’ and they should unite. But he can conceive of these groups going no further 
than ‘the struggle for a secular society’ (p. 290). He is reflective enough to ask, if we can 
continue with our old ways, but the hold of the abstract secularist position is so strong 
that the failure of the Nehruvian and left-secularist positions does not register with him.  
 
That the semi-fascist rise to dominance of the Hindu right is precisely the fallout of the 
long term decomposition of the secular-left and social-democratic hegemony in the 
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country is yet to dawn on the so-called civil society in India. This book testifies to this; 
and hence, as a statement of the pure secularist position, the book is reliable.  
 
Saroj Giri, Jawaharlal Nehru University, India 

 
*** 

 
Democracy and National Pluralism 
Ferran Requejo (ed.) 
Routledge, 2001 
HBK: ISBN: 0415255775 £55.00 
pp. 182 (including: index, notes, references & tables) 
 
This is a modestly sized but useful addition to the by now voluminous literature exploring 
the place of minority group rights in liberal theory and practice. The contributors stand 
with those who argue that democratic liberalism can and must accommodate these rights. 
They focus on a particular group right claim challenging many contemporary liberal 
democracies: that to national recognition and self-government. The collection addresses 
itself simultaneously to the largely philosophical matter of revising democratic liberalism to 
accommodate national pluralism and the mainly practical matter of accommodating 
national pluralism in democratic polities. Though doing so incurred the risk of weakening 
the book’s coherence, the collection does succeed in showing the utility (even necessity) 
of combining normative and institutional-historical approaches to the subject. Importantly 
for the success of the book, the connection between normative and practical-historical 
considerations is made not only by the editor Ferran Requejo, in his ably written framing 
commentaries, but also by individual contributors in their separate chapters. 
 
The tone of the book is on balance optimistic about the possibility of achieving a liberal-
democratic form of national pluralism. According to Will Kymlicka’s survey of the 
philosophical debate thus far, liberals increasingly recognise that the justice of difference-
blind institutions and rules is contestable and that the burden of proof has now fallen upon 
those still wishing to defend them against demands for institutionalised group recognition. 
Michael Keating hails the emergence among the Quebecois, Scots, Catalans, Basques and 
others of a new kind of ‘stateless’ minority nationalism that has adapted itself to the 
altered (in effect reduced) role of the nation-state in a globalised era. Carlos Closa shows 
how the process of European Union integration has contributed to the recognition of 
minority nations by, for example, setting up a Committee of the Regions and eroding the 
absolutist notions of national sovereignty that have until now precluded recognition of 
non-state minority nationalist claims. The implication of these three chapters is that 
theories, movements and governments are all moving in the same, largely satisfactory, 
direction: towards a liberal-democratic embrace of national pluralism and minority group 
rights. 
 
There are more pessimistic contributions. Ricard Zapata is, with good reason, unimpressed 
by the efforts of the European Union so far to develop a concept of citizenship that is 
democratically inclusive of resident foreigners. Constituent nation-states have, he shows, 
thwarted moves towards a form of European citizenship that might accord to immigrants 
and other outsiders (‘Euro-foreigners’, as Zapata terms them) fuller and more uniform 
rights. Another chapter, by Enric Fossas, discloses the many points of tension between 
notions of equal citizenship and the logic of ‘plurinational’ federalism. These arise especially 
from the fact that nationalist demands for special (‘asymmetric ’) powers for their own 
regions generate resentment among citizens living in other regions. 
 
Even the more optimistic contributors voice anxieties and concerns. Kymlicka notes a new 
challenge to national pluralism, coming from those who argue that multinationalism 
undermines the civic virtue, trust and solidarity necessary for democratic citizenship. 
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Keating encounters, in the anti-immigrant Vlaams Blok, a challenge to his generally benign 
portrayal of Western European and Canadian regional nationalism. Wayne Norman’s 
optimism that a constitutionalised secession clause might actually strengthen the 
legitimacy of multinational states is counterbalanced by a recognition that demands for 
statehood are far from having gone away, and that such a clause may be necessary also 
to civilise the usually wrenching process of state fission. Closa, finally, counsels against 
overstating the EU’s contribution to what he calls ‘post-national citizenship’: for all that 
the EU legitimates calls for regional self-government its main direct contribution to the 
cause of stateless nations in the foreseeable future is to protect individuals and minorities 
against the discriminatory practices of member states. It is to leaders of their own states 
that European minority nations will have to look – or with whom they will have to struggle 
– for any more positive assistance in realising their goals. And, of course, it is precisely at 
this level that so much still has to be worked out, as ongoing controversies in Canada, 
Belgium and Spain remind us. 
 
The project to which this book adds a voice is worthy. If there are philosophical affinities 
between democratic liberalism and national rights then thoughtful people ought to seek 
them out. After all, democratic liberalism is these days recognised to be a good thing by 
people across a wide ideological spectrum, from socialist through to libertarian; and 
national demands are, for their part, an established and persistent part of the global 
political scene. But as the tone of this formulation perhaps betrays, I have my doubts 
about the heralded coming-together. I consider there to be a darker side to nationalism 
that collides with democratic liberalism and, if I have a problem with this collection, it is 
that the contributing authors fail to explore it. They are (in short) too sanguine about 
nationality and its demands. It is not only liberalism that needs revising in the light of 
national pluralism; so too must the more destructive nationalisms and nationalist 
tendencies be challenged in the name of democratic liberalism. It is not as if the 
destructive side of nationalism has recently been invisible, even in liberal democracies 
(think of Northern Ireland, the Basque country, Flanders or Corsica). The process of 
accommodation between liberalism and minority nationalism has to be worked at from both 
ends. I’m not sure the authors give sufficient recognition to this. 
 
Daryl Glaser, University of Strathclyde, UK 
 

*** 
 
Structural Flaws in the Middle East Peace Process: Historical Contexts 
J. W. Wright, Jr. (ed.) 
Palgrave, 2002 
HBK: ISBN: 0333738500 £52.50 
pp. 228 (including: notes & index) 
 
A collection such as this, examining the political economy of the Arab-Israeli peace 
process, is timely in the face of the current concerns of the international system with the 
apparent political and poorly-disguised economic agendas of the conflict with Iraq as well 
as the concerns about the clear failure of the now-discredited Arab-Israeli peace process 
itself. Moreover, as the epilogue makes clear, there are few analyses of the economic 
factors underlying the Arab-Israeli conflict in either the mainstream diplomatic and/or 
economic literature on the Middle East. For both of these reasons, this collection is a most 
welcome addition to the largely political analyses of this very significant conflict. 
 
The collection contains 12 chapters, with a prologue and epilogue by Wright, and is 
divided into two parts. The first three chapters provide historical overviews of the Arab-
Israeli conflict and have been written by analysts who have been involved in the Middle 
East policy process for many years, Paul Findlay, George Wilson and Fadle Naquib. The 
other chapters emerge from contemporary research into the political economy of the 
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Arab-Israeli conflict, and draw on the theme of the ‘betweeness’ of the Palestinian 
situation. The Palestinians are said to be ‘between’ in the sense that both the nation and 
the Palestinian Authority are located outside of key policy processes and structures. This 
marginalisation limits the autonomy of the Palestinian Authority and has created 
weaknesses in the conflict resolution process. The chapters by Diwan and Walton, Colton, 
and Wright examine Middle East trade and labour issues in which the Palestinians find 
themselves the weaker partner. Rouyer examines the issue of water rights, where again 
Palestinians living in Gaza and the West Bank find themselves at a serious disadvantage in 
comparison to Israel. The chapters by Glasser and Sullivan explore more or less directly 
the problems and limited opportunities for the Palestinians created by foreign aid. Glasser 
examines the impact of aid to Egypt and Jordan, while Sullivan assesses the use and 
misuse of aid funds by the Palestinian Authority. In a complementary chapter, Roy explains 
the increasing Palestinian dependency on Islamic social and economic organisations as 
formal foreign aid funding to the Palestinian Authority either dries up or is diverted, and 
informal aid flows in from external Islamic sources. Finally, the chapters by Bichler and 
Zunes analyse the influences on Israeli and US government policies, Bichler arguing that 
discontent among key business and labour coalitions leads to changes in the government 
in Israel and resulting changes in the policies towards the Palestinians, while Zunes 
contends that, in the United States, arms spending and the efforts of the pro-Israel lobby 
present significant impediments to a more equitable peace. 
 
There are, however, a number of key issues which the book fails to address, including the 
definition of the concept of structure, the role of Turkey and Iran in the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, the significance of gender-based analyses, and the impact of the events of 
September 11. The concept of structure is a central theme that runs throughout the 
book, and is used to explain why conflict and instability in Arab-Israeli relations continues. 
Since this is the case, it is unfortunate that the concept is left undefined. Definitions do 
exist, and structuralist analysts, both Marxist and non-Marxist, define structures as sets 
of internally (necessarily as opposed to contingently) related objects or practices (Sayer 
1984: 84). Without a definition, those things defined as a structure in this case include 
trade policies, water supplies, labour flows, remittance flows and foreign aid policies. 
Clearly, the Palestinians have been marginalized in relation to all of these concerns. What 
needs to be specifically addressed, however, is the nature of the global political and 
economic power structures that continue to perpetuate international inequality generally 
and poverty and political marginalisation specifically for the Palestinians.  

  
A second issue that requires redress is the failure to provide serious consideration of the 
roles of Turkey and Iran as major political and economic powers in the Middle East. Though 
neither are Arab states, their influences are significant in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Turkey 
has on the one hand cooperated with US military policy in relation to Israel, while on the 
other hand it is an important trade partner of Arab states including Iraq, Kuwait, and 
Syria. Iran’s foreign aid policy has been designed to by-pass the Palestinian Authority and 
has targeted radical groups such as Hamas and Hezbullah. The distinctive feature of this 
aid policy has been that it involves recipients at the grass-roots level and produced 
upward pressure against both the state of Israel and the Palestinian Authority itself. 
Furthermore, Iran, and to a lesser extent sympathetic Turkish businesspersons, also 
provide banking networks for radical Islamic movements in the Palestinian territories. 
 
Gender is a third issue that surprisingly receives no attention. Over the last few years, 
gender-based analyses have been considered central to both analyses of conflict and of 
the impact of aid policies. Gender-based analyses of war emphasise the disproportionate 
effect of military conflict on women and children. In relation to aid policies, bilateral 
foreign aid does not normally encourage accountability, economic reform, and political 
liberalisation. Moreover, aid programmes in emerging economies are frequently associated 
with an increased restriction on the economic participation of women as these 



 
 
 

Reviews 
 
 

124 

programmes generally attempt to create employment for men on the assumption that they 
are the heads of households and the main subsistence providers. 

 
Finally, the book fails to mention the impact of the events of September 11 on the Arab-
Israeli conflict. While the reluctance of publishers to change manuscripts is well 
understood, no mention of these events appears to be made at all, even in the prologue 
and epilogue. There is a cryptic reference in the Findlay chapter to ‘the current tragic 
events’, but in the context of a discussion of commercial, trade and aid policies this seems 
to refer to some other, earlier set of events, and not to the September 11 events at all. 
This gives the book a somewhat dated flavour, in that while the arguments made in most 
chapters are relevant even after September 11, the underlying assumption that the Oslo 
peace process can be re-invigorated must now surely be discarded permanently. 
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