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Editorial

West, East and the “Middle” East: Critical Notes about the 
Ukrainian and Syrian Conflicts
Babak Rezvani

We are happy to announce the second issue of our journal this year. We will continue to refer to 
and debate on the latest developments in the still nascent field of ethnogeopolitics (as we did in 
the journal’s first issues), in our editorials and in contributions by other scholars. 

Indeed, we have entered our third year of professional existence in a world full of bloody 
conflicts. These conflicts are very unfortunate and heartbreaking and call for thorough analysis 
and immediate action. As I have indicated in the introduction to the Editorial by our Executive 
Editor in the previous issue, these three years the world has provided us with many examples of 
why ethnogeopolitics is important as a discipline. Of course it is unfortunate that the many 
conflicts—e.g. in Ukraine, Sudan, Yemen, Syria and Iraq—have occurred, but nevertheless their 
occurrence is another indication of the relevance and necessity of the study of ethnogeopolitics 
in current world affairs.

The fact that the Ukrainian crisis is still not fully understood is yet another indication of the 
negligence of the ethnogeopolitical reality in many parts of the world. Still, more than one 
year after the Malaysian airliner MH17 was shot down and killed all 298 passengers on board, 
the Netherlands, the country of origin of the vast majority of the fatalities, has no clear and 
definite answer at this stage to (all) the causes of the disaster, nor does it have any real 
independent policy towards the parties of conflict and the alleged culprits. 

One thing at least is not contested by anyone involved, however: flying with a civilian aircraft 
over the conflict zone in eastern Ukraine at the time was very unwise. Actually, flying over 
any conflict zone anywhere is very unwise—and should never be repeated, ever again.

Another conflict which has called a lot of attention and yet is clouded with different types of 
fallacies is the conflict in Syria. Before I proceed, let me make it absolutely clear that I believe 
that there are 'good guys' and 'bad guys' among members of each ethnic, confessional or 
national group in Syria—indeed among any such domestic and foreign groups in any 
country ravaged by conflict. 

There are good and evil Syrians, Iraqis, Russians, Dutch, Germans, Hungarians, whoever. And 
even if some groups can be considered 'bad' in some instances and times, they might not be 
or should not be considered thus in others. Generally, the social and behavior of peoples in 
such conflicts and crises should be analyzed and understood, as much as those of states and 
other actors.
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Recently, Russia has received much international attention and scrutiny. The critiques on 
Russia might be justifiable in one case and not in another, however. It should not depend on 
the country but on its policies. Even if Russia is an imperialist power and behaves 
imperialistically in conflict areas like that in the Ukraine, still its intervention in Syria and 
fight against ISIS in itself might be a good thing. 

Much the same can be said of the United States with their ill-considered and ill-fated 
interventions in Iraq and elsewhere—and the European Union is not blameless in the 
Ukraine either. Still, blaming the West for all the ills in the world, is unjust, reductionst and 
unidimensional. Countries implement multiple policies, about multiple issues and in 
multiple fields, which may even be inconsistent and contradictory with each other.

If Russia should not attack other rebel groups in Syria, the United States and other actors 
need to prove that these groups are neither jihadist (or extremist in any other sense) nor 
terrorist (or brutal in any other sense), and are genuinely willing to negotiate with Syria's 
current regime to put an end to the fighting and bloodletting and commence a true peace 
and reconciliation process (of course, also Russia needs to convincingly show that it is 
exclusively or primarily targeting only ISIS or more broadly the most terrorist, extremist, 
destabilizing and intransigent rebel forces). 

The first priority in the Syrian conflict, and for that matter in any other bloody conflict, is 
putting an end to the bloodshed, and commence a true peace and reconciliation process. 
The question of who did what to whom in Syria and who should face the moral and legal 
consequences for it, can always be determined by court cases—by domestic and/or 
international tribunals—after the war. And perhaps a truth and reconciliation commission 
might be a good thing for Syria, like the one that has been so crucial to the relative peace and 
stability in post-Apartheid South Africa.  

However, it is not justified for any reason or in any circumstance—like in a hearing before a 
truth commission—to say that there are or have been good or bad terrorists. An ISIS terrorist 
may be able to get overwhelmed by a Bollywood movie and even shed a tear, yet if he or she 
deliberately chooses to enslave, rape and kill people, he or she cannot be called a good, 
virtuous person, that is to say a person that commits acts that are in any way laudable or 
defensible. Ultimately, not persons or personalities as such but their ideologies, deeds and 
attitudes should form the basis of our judgments. 

Therefore, governments, organized non-state actors and indeed private persons are 
responsible and accountable for their deeds. Circumstances like repression, discrimination 
and personal revenge may be understandable and even be considered extenuating 
circumstances for some manifestations of terrorism and other kinds of brutalities. These 
causes, conditions and dynamics need to be understood and analyzed. However, these 
factors can never be used to justify brutalities that arguably, in the final analysis, are 
considered immoral and cruel among any 'good' people in any culture and society—
whatever religious and secular ideologies might disfigure or seek to ignore and destroy these 
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humane values. Therefore, universal values are not a prerogative of the West. All too often, 
the West is hypocritical in that regard. 

The Syrian conflict has caused a huge flow of refugees which may have complications for the 
security and social situations in the hosting countries. I intend to write more elaborately on 
this in the near future. For now, I want to refer to and comment on the existing popular 
sentiments in Europe about these refugees. 

These refugees have gone through extreme hardships in their own country and through 
inhumane ordeals in certain countries en route to their preferred destinations. Indeed, it is 
sad and inhumane to claim defending the “sacred Christian soil” against the Muslims by 
kicking and beating a little girl and a father carrying a child. Still, ironically many of these 
refugees are Christians. And what is more “European” than voting with their feet for 
democracy and freedom?

Whereas most West governments are claiming and declaring to be ready to adopt these 
refugees, certain East and Central European countries impede their access to the West. 
Although many people in the Western (and for that matter also in Central and Eastern) 
Europe countries welcomed the refugees, still many anti-refugee sentiments exist. 

To name but one disturbing example, reports that Syrian and other refugees from the Middle 
East having just arrived in Europe are forced to eat un-halal food is quite inhumane and 
incredibly humiliating to say the least. These reports, if true, describe situations that violate 
the basic rights of freedom of thought and religion and thereby violate human dignity. 
Actually, it effectively amounts to rape if one considers the trauma it might bring among the 
refugees, among pious Muslims in particular.

Think of how the many vegetarians and vegans in ‘our’ Western societies would feel if they 
happen to be starving and ‘over there’—and only given meat (of whatever kind) and nothing 
else for their survival.

There are people claiming that these refugees are too greedy and demanding and they 
should adapt to "our" (read the majority’s) culture. And many of these people claim not to be 
racists. I cannot judge about individual people, but there seems to be an undeniable, 
widespread racism in many countries. If the economic toll were the main issue, then why are 
these people less concerned about the flow of East European migrants to their societies? 

Electoral results show that the anti-immigrant parties usually have more electoral support 
when they campaign against Muslim migrants from beyond Europe than against East 
European ones, despite the latter having been arriving in far larger numbers.

Finally, the tendency among many Western news agencies and even governments to use the 
label “Islamic State” for the extremist movement concerned, instead of the cumbersome and 
lesser-known yet more precise abbreviations of “ISIS” or “ISIL”, is very unwise given the 
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widespread Islamophobia and Islamic radicalism in many Western countries. A more 
thoughtful “ethnogeopolical” perspective would dictate otherwise. Consequently, people 
should use the terms ‘ISIS’ or ‘ISIL’, rather than ‘IS’ or ‘Islamic State’, even if they do not know 
the precise meanings of these acronyms. 

Incidentally, France, most Arab countries and most other ISIS opponents in the region also 
derogatively call the movement “DAESH”, by using a rough Arabic acronym-equivalent for 
ISIS/ISIL. Accidentally or deliberately, ‘Daesh’ resembles the Arabic term ‘D"his’ for “felon 
(and dust)”. 

I hope to be able to write more elaborately about the aformentioned phenomena in the next 
issues of our journal.

Babak Rezvani, Editor-in-Chief  ! Amsterdam/Tblisi, October 2015

I wish to sincerely thank Caspar ten Dam, our Executive Editor, for taking care of our journal in 
these last three years. This editorial has been written in close consultation with him.

NB: do you have any comments on the Editorial? Please send these to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at www.ethnogeopolitics.org.
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Main Article

Looking at Conflict Patterns: Declining Frequencies yet 
Persistent Brutalities in both Ethnic and Non-Ethnic Conflicts
Caspar ten Dam

Introduction

What brutalises rebels? What makes them cruel, or makes them do things that we consider 
cruel and immoral? That is a primary question—which can be put to all kinds of armed 
actors—of my research on rebels and rebellion, i.e. the “violent opposition to the ruler, 
government regime[,] or state for any personal, collective or ideological purpose” (Ten Dam 
2015a: 6 (quote), 15). Arguably, rebels or insurgents are the most important and dominant 
kind of armed non-state actors. After all, without rebels, no rebellions. 

The question of brutalisation i.e. increasing resort to violence that violates local and/or 
international norms—that I hold are ultimately based on conscience, empathy and honour 
(Ten Dam 2014: 8-9)—is of prime importance to the field of conflict studies in general and to 
the “emerging multidisciplinary field” of ethnogeopolitics (Rezvani 2013: 4) in particular.1 
Apparently, most conflicts are internal, insurgent, ethnic and separatist in nature, and one 
wishes to prevent or curtail the suffering involved. 

A secondary yet crucial question precedes the primary one: do rebels brutalise all the time, 
increasingly so, or at all? And if so, to what quantifiable degrees? At first glance the answer to 
that seems affirmative—indeed, rather obvious. Reputations of armed opposition groups 
plummeted following the end of the Cold War. The ideals of a ‘people’s war’ propounded by 
Ché Guevara, Mao Tse-tung and Frantz Fanon lost appeal among the young, and gained 
ridicule when people observed the atrocities in places ranging from Afghanistan to Sierra 
Leone, from Colombia to Congo. 

So-called ‘freedom fighters’ brought little liberation but plenty of savagery and crime; Ché, 
Mao and Fanon held no sway among them. The remaining ideologues, according to many 
observers, appear to be Islamic terrorists who show little regard to human life. Their violence 
is the more frightening, because of their so-called catastrophic terrorism i.e. violence 
intended to kill as many people (civilians) as possible. This trend arose in the early 1980s, 
superseding a classical terrorism intended to gain media attention and its objectives with as 
few casualties as possible (Van Leeuwen, apud Van Ham et al. 2001: 7, 11-12). 

It seems as if “even the old guerrilla struggles have grown more awful. Increasingly, the rebel
—Irish or Arab, urban or rural—has appeared cruel, a new barbarian. … The romantic rebel 
is dead and gone” (Bell 1998: 4). In order to determine whether that bleak assessment is true, 
and if so, why it has come about, one needs to ask the following questions: 2 
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1.! Has the decent liberation fighter become extinct? Has it ever existed? 

2.! Many studies observe the ‘degeneration’ of the freedom fighter into a criminal, 
bandit or terrorist. Is this observation correct?

3.! Have these studies focused too much on ‘new’ conflicts, overlooking the 
commonalities with Cold War and pre-Cold War conflicts? 

4.! Why do regulations such as The Hague and Geneva conventions seem to have so 
little impact? Do local values and customs deviate so much from international law? Or do 
premature and unfair condemnations of rebels as ‘terrorists’ and ‘bandits’ lie at the root of 
their later brutalisation, as they have nothing to lose by violating basic norms?  

5.! Can we determine what constitutes a ‘just revolt’, given that there may be different 
‘just war’ notions in different cultures?

6.! Do motivations like anger about pain, humiliation and injustice or greed for power, 
prestige and riches not just spawn rebellions per se, but also terrorism, banditry, and other 
(war) crimes by rebels?

7.! Apart from motivations, do the pressures and horrors of battle brutalise rebels—and 
any other kinds of combatants for that matter? 

8. Do all kinds of combatants exhibits similar kinds and degrees of brutality and 
brutalisation (if any)? Or does the type, status and circumstance of the armed actor in 
question at least partially determine his or her resort to brutalities i.e. violations of 
local and/or norms of violence (if any)? We should focus on rebels and other non-
state actors, as they are part of most conflicts today; but we should also analyse the 
nature and behaviour of soldiers and other (semi-)state actors like paramilitaries.

The first three first research questions are about whether and how much brutalisation 
occurs. The next four questions are about why and how brutalisation occurs for so far it does 
occur, and the last one is about whether it occurs similarly or differently among all kinds of 
combatants, even though my present research focus is on insurgents. 

A good way to answer these questions is by testing, through different yet complementary 
research methods (thick description, semi-quantitative tabulation and interpretation of 
data, quantitative analysis of data through full-fledged statistics, etc.), a Brutalisation theory I 
have developed myself by incorporating what I consider to be the best concepts available in 
cultural anthropology, military psychology and other disciplines (see Ten Dam 2010: 335-343; 
2011: 237-241; 2012: 226-232; 2015c: 579-611). 

My theory is thus made up of the variables violence-values (my composite term) on proper 
and improper violence; conflict-inducing motivations, in particular grievances, avarices, 
interests and ideologies, that bring about i.e. cause or trigger the conflict; combat-stresses 
like fear, fatigue and rage resulting from or leading to traumas (and hypothetically to 
brutalities as well); and conflict-induced motivations, in particular grievances, avarices, 
interest and ideologies, that happen by, through and during the conflict.3 The theory thus 
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assumes rebels—or other armed non-state and state actors—to increasingly violate local 
and/or international norms, in a cycle of escalating and worsening violence. 

As a first preliminary test of this theory, I have compared separatist rebellions by Chechens 
and Albanians, particularly in Chechnya (1994-1996, 1999-present) and Kosovo (1997-1999), 
and their historical causes and antecedents (Ten Dam 2010, 2011, 2012, 2015b). Incidentally, in 
the previous Editorial (Ten Dam 2015a) I already have argued how best to define any 
phenomena through a tripartite distinction between action, actor and motive or human 
drive. The consequent conceptualisations (see Appendix in Ten Dam 2015a: 13-18) I apply in 
my own research on brutalisation and other, related phenomena.

Conflict patterns: implications for ethnogeopolitics and beyond

One might ask how typical, representative and otherwise relevant the Russo-Chechen and 
Serbo-Albanian conflicts actually are, in the broader context of armed struggles in the past, 
present and (foreseeable) future. More generally, one might ask how typical and frequent— 
and how brutal—such separatist insurgencies by ethnic-based groups are or have been as 
compared to other forms of armed conflict and political violence. And most generally, one 
might ask how frequent, diverse and brutal all kinds of violence are now or have been so in 
the past. After all, quantitative studies have generally and remarkably found an overall  
decrease in internal (ethnic) conflicts after 1990, despite the often-cited notion of post-Cold 
War instability (Gurr 2000: 52). 

Figure I in the Appendix shows such a finding from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program 
(UCDP), though it also shows a sharp, high peak in 1991-1992 and a lower yet steadier rise 
during 2002-2007, followed by a sharp drop until 2010, a renewed rise during 2011, ending 
with a smaller drop in 2012 and a small rise in 2013 (from 32 to 33 conflicts). The overall 
downward trend of political violence—indeed of any type of private and public violence 
across the last decades, centuries and even millennia, as convincingly shown by Steven 
Pinker (2011, 2012)—even reverses the accumulation of old, unresolved, continuing armed 
conflicts since World War II. Yet these trends do not diminish the relevance of 
ethnogeopolitical research—and my Brutalisation research in particular, for the following 
reasons:

1.! According to the UCDP, there have been 144 armed conflicts (47 wars) between 1989 
and 2013, and 254 armed conflicts (144 wars) since WW II, many of these protracted or 
continuing after 1990. Yet rebels are still the predominant armed non-state actors, and 
intrastate conflicts have far outnumbered interstate conflicts for decades if not longer. 
Indeed, nowadays wars and lower-level conflicts between states are practically non-existent, 
though external state involvement in intrastate conflicts remain significant: thus all 33 
conflicts “active in 2013 were fought within states, but nine of them—or 27%—were 
internationalized in the sense that one or more states contributed troops to one or both 
sides” (Themnér & Wallensteen 2014: 541, 542 (quote), 543, Table I (not to be confused with 
Table I here) ).4 Thus the worrying trend was noted that “the number of internationalized 
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intrastate conflicts continued to be at a high level for the fourth consecutive year 
[2012]” (Themnér & Wallensteen 2013: 509).

These trends were also detected in earlier UCDP reports. Thus of the 128 active conflicts 
between 1989 and 2009 (240 conflicts since WWII) only eight were interstate, though twenty-
seven were ‘internationalised intrastate’ conflicts in which at least one of the warring parties 
(government or opposition) “receive military support in the form of troops from another 
government” (Harbom & Wallensteen 2009: 577, 578 (Table II, note b: quote) ).5 In sum, 
conventional wars between states have been rare since the Second World War and 
particularly since the end of the Cold War. Actually intrastate wars “always have 
outnumbered interstate wars” (M.L.R. Smith 2003: 34). 

One could even argue that since the dawn of human history, most intrastate wars (and 
‘lesser’ conflicts) have been rebellions against the incumbent regime, and that most 
rebellions have been separatist ones seeking independence or some form of self-rule for 
one’s own community however conceived. Seen from that perspective, the Chechen and 
Albanian cases are quite typical. Certainly “insurgency and its tactics are as old as warfare 
itself” (Sewall et al. 2007: 2, § 1-2). There “always has been intercommunal strife”; indeed, 
intrastate wars probably will continue to outnumber interstate wars, even if the latter are 
“off-season” due to American hegemony and may return with a vengeance once “great-power 
rivals feel able to challenge” that hegemony (Gray 2005: 19,22 (quotes) ).6

2.! Quantitative global conflict studies show a remarkable increase in both number and 
intensity of conflicts during 1979-1989 (e.g. Marshall & Gurr 2005: 11, Figure 3.1), a significant 
if temporary peak in violence that requires further elucidation and research.

3.      Many or most conflict datasets overlook sorts of violence that perhaps are on 
theincrease in most recent years beyond the number of armed conflicts, like the number of 
battled-related deaths as tabulated by the UCDP (see Figure II) or the number of violent 
incidents in Africa by different actors as tabulated by the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Data (ACLED) Project (see Figure III). Particularly both war- and peacetime terrorism might 
be on the rise. Thus the US State Department estimated that between 1995 and 2000 alone, so 
even before ‘9-11’, global terrorist violence killed and wounded 19,422 people—78% of the 
terrorist-related fatalities and injured from 1968 to 1989 altogether (Chalk 2002: 12 (& note 
2) ). Most datasets, including the UCDP, heavily rely on J. David Singer & Melvin Small’s 
classic definition of war as any sustained military conflict resulting in at least one-thousand 
battle-deaths per year (later expanded to at least 1,000 battle-related deaths per year).7 

Gradually a quantitative definition of armed conflict was widely adopted as well, as being 
“the use of armed force between two parties” which “results in at least 25 battle-related 
deaths in a calendar year” (Themnér & Wallensteen 2014: 541, note 1). 

However, such definitions “ignore the relative amount of fatalities .. when compared to the 
entire population. A thousand casualties in China signify a much ‘smaller’ conflict than a 
thousand casualties in Liechtenstein” (Ten Dam 1997: 7). Most definitions also presume that 
all parties must possess a minimum of organisation. This leaves out violence against civilians 
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in places without organised resistance. Fortunately some datasets, like PIOOM’s, count 
“indirect conflict-related deaths” caused by “hunger, diseases, and exhaustion” as well 
(Jongman 1995: 16 (2nd quote), 17 (1st quote) ). Even though my definitions of war and armed 
conflict also presume that “at least one party is able to resist another’s use of overt military 
force” (Most & Starr 1983: 140), I believe that the broadest conflict or rather violence datasets 
should include cases of one-sided, uncontested violence against powerless people unable to 
arm and defend themselves. 

Be as it may, only UCDP’s most recent article “provides data on trends in battle-related 
deaths since 1989” (Themnér (Harbom) & Wallensteen 2014: 541). Still, their Figure 2 (Ibid: 
544; see further note 7), reproduced here as Figure II, shows an intriguing yet worrying 
increase in estimated overall combat-related fatalities over the last few years mainly due to 
“events in the Middle East” (Ibid: 544)—even if the overall number of armed conflicts has 
continued to go down. Perhaps these fatality estimates signify continuing or even increasing 
levels of brutalities and brutalisations.

4.! Even if the “obsolescence of major war [in recent decades] is just one of many 
historical declines of violence” (Pinker 2011: 309) apparently accompanied by “humane 
developments such as the abolition of slavery, despotism, and cruel punishments” (Pinker 
2012: xxvi (quote) & his note 3)8, one needs to verify these apparent trends of debrutalisation 
(own term) i.e. increasing respect of existing norms and humanisation (ibid) towards ‘higher’ 
norms, by falsifying the Brutalisation theory. Actually, the overall decline of violence may be 
as valid as the brutalisation dynamics in the remaining, ever fewer instances of armed 
conflict and other forms of violence.

5.! My two-case study explores unfamiliar terrain. Scholars—with the exception of 
colleagues like Babak Rezvani (see e.g. Rezvani 2008, 2009, 2010, 2014a, 2014b)—rarely study 
peoples, histories, insurgencies and related phenomena in Eurasia and the wider Middle East 
compared with those in Africa, the America’s and South-East Asia. Thus a “scholar of Middle 
Eastern studies” should “not pay attention only to the ‘classical’ Middle East but also to the 
Caucasus, Central Asia and North Africa” (Rezvani 2014a: 870). My Table I (see Appendix) 
showing numbers of Google hits in 2009 for these (sub-)regions seems to corroborate this 
(though ‘Balkan’ gets a very high number of hits on ‘Google UK’ search). Arguably, Eurasian 
Muslim non-state actors are least researched of all, despite their apparently crucial role in 
the break-ups of the Soviet and Yugoslav federations. Moreover, also Kosovo and Chechnya 
share the “experience of colonialism” and “problems of building new institutions” in the 
Third World (Horowitz 2000: 18).9

6.! Studying secessions may enhance understanding of the breakups of Communist 
federations, though my current research focus is to understand rebel degenerations rather 
than state disintegrations. Both the so-called, predominantly rightwing Totalitarianists (M. 
Malia, Z. Brezinski) and the so-called, usually leftwing Modernisationists (J. Hough, A. 
Dallin, R. Suny) in Sovietology studies did not foresee Gorbachev’s liberating yet destabilising 
perestroika, glasnost and demokratzia policies. Once the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia 
disintegrated, they claimed that these events were bound to happen: liberalisations 
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deligitimised the Communist system and legitimised separatism (Totalitarians), or cultural-
socio-economic developments increased national consciousness (Modernisationists). Yet 
“these structural characteristics cannot account by themselves for the collapse of the USSR 
in retrospect, as they have been used to emphasize the stability of the system as well” (Ten 
Dam 1993: 5; Lipset & Bence 1994). More likely the “breakdown of socialist system was not 
inevitable” (Szelényi & Szelényi 1994: 212 (quote)-218). Even Modernisationists applying 
“resource mobilization theories” that challenged “relative deprivation” (Mason 1992: 108) 
cannot explain persistent secessionism in ‘non-sovereign’ territories that had few chances to 
gain international recognition, like Chechnya and Kosovo (Walker 2003: 3-4,12,164-168 & 
chapter 4).10

My focus on non-state violence does not neglect state violence. Even if “civil war has been a 
far greater scourge than interstate war” (Fearon & Laitin 2003: 75) with at least sixteen 
million combatant and non-combatant deaths since WWII, state(-sanctioned) terrorism has 
killed and hurt far more defenceless people (unarmed civilians, disarmed combatants, etc.) 
than any non-state terrorism. States often overreact to planned insurrections and 
spontaneous revolts, and even more often initiate violence unprovoked by any violence from 
‘their’ citizens. In the twentieth century states have killed, through both wars and ‘peacetime’ 
repressions, over a hundred million people, mainly defenceless civilians—at least ten times 
the number of people rebels have been able to kill (Chirot 1994: esp. 7,9).

Conclusion: notes of caution

Regarding the conflict patterns and trends described, assessed and summarised above, I need 
to make two cautionary notes, particularly to those involved in the field of ethnogeopolitics, 
but also to any scholars who may tend to overrate the universal application of their 
discipline or the general validity of their preferred theory or research approach: ethnic 
conflicts may be predominant, but not all conflicts are ethnic in nature, nor are all conflicts 
caused by majorities suppressing minorities.

First, I hold that one should not presume that all internal conflicts, or even all conflicts per 
se, are ethnic in character depending on one’s definition of ethnicity—as for instance 
Donald Horowitz appears to do in his otherwise excellent research. Horowitz presumes that 
ethnic conflict has acquired an “ubiquitous character” due to Decolonisation and the 
“dismemberment of empires and large states”, concluding that the “permeative character of 
ethnic affiliations” determines the nature of practically all conflicts (Horowitz 2000: 5,4,7 
(quotes) ).11 Yet one should envisage and expect to encounter non-ethnic, civic conflicts, and 

allow the generic term ‘conflict’ to include such phenomena, however rare these may be.12 

Moreover, I do not deem it wise to loosely apply or interchange characterising, adjective 
terms and concepts like ‘ethnic’ and ‘national’, even if these do seem to refer to kindred, 
interrelated or overlapping phenomena. Consequently, I conceptualise patriotism and 
nationalism as loyalties and identities that may or may not be based on ethnicity i.e. any 
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group with an “actual or perceived common ancestry” (Ten Dam 2014: 6; see further Ten Dam 
2015a: 6, 14). Generally, I deplore the cavalier and over-generalised use of so many concepts, 
like ‘identity’ and ‘ modernity’ (see Ten Dam 2010: 335-340), not just the concept of ‘ethnicity’ 
or the composite term ‘ethnic conflict’. 

Alas, “Although the technical meanings of the terms “ethnic,” “ethnoreligious,” “communal,” 
and “national” are not identical, it is becoming an increasingly standard shorthand to refer to 
the whole field as the study of “ethnic conflict” ” (Licklider & Bloom 2007: 1, note 3).13 In 
contrast, I hold that conflicts per se may refer to other contrary, perhaps even irreconcilable, 
interests than mutually antagonistic identity claims by actual and (self-)perceived ethnicities
—like redistributive demands by certain socio-economic classes which cut across ethnic 
cleavages.

Second, one should not assume that invariably majorities suppress minorities in armed 
conflicts, as Ted Robert Gurr’s Minorities at Risk (MAR) Project seems to suggest.14 Conflicts 
can be “initiated .. by minorities against majorities, or by minorities against other 
minorities” (Tishkov 2004: 9), and often “representatives of minorities dominate and 
suppress “others” ” (Ibid). 

Indeed, in many cases numerical minorities suppress numerical majorities; think of South-
Africa under Apartheid, or contemporary Sudan essentially ruled by three Arab tribes 
constituting just five percent of its population. Thus the MAR project’s designating of 
‘minority elite’ for Sudan as being “No: Northern majority dominates” (Marshall & Gurr 2005: 
60, Table 8.2) is misleading or at least confusing.15 Labels are arbitrary, unless their 
definitions are clarified and their frameworks specified: thus Kosovar Albanians are (or 
were) a numerical ‘minority’ in Serbia, but constitute a numerical ‘majority’ in Kosovo itself. 
The same can be said of the Chechens in and beyond Chechnya.

Caspar ten Dam is a conflict analyst and independent scholar (see 
www.ctdamconsultancy.com), and a PhD-researcher on Chechen and Albanian insurgencies at 
the Institute of History of Leiden University, the Netherlands.   c.t.ten.dam@umail.leidenuniv.nl 
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Appendix! Conflict Patterns and Trends in Figures and Tables

Figure I   Number of Armed Conflicts by Type, 1946–2013

!

Extrastate [extrasystemic] armed conflict: between government of a state and non-state group(s) outside its 
territory (colonial and imperial wars etc.); Interstate armed conflict: conflict between two or more states; 
Internationalised internal [international intrastate] armed conflict: between government and opposition groups, 
with intervention from foreign state(s); Internal [intrastate] armed conflict: between government and internal 
opposition groups.   Original definitions from Niels Gleditsch et al.,  ‘Armed Conflict 1946-2001: A New Dataset’   
Journal of Peace Research Vol. 39 No.5, September 2002, p.619.

Source: Lotta Themnér (Harbom) & Peter Wallensteen,  ‘Armed Conflict, 1946-2013’  Journal of Peace 
Research Vol.51 No.4, July 2014, pp.541 (note 1: “For in-depth definitions of key concepts, see 
www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/”), 544 (Figure 1).

Figure II   Battle-related Deaths by Type of Estimate, 1989–2012

!
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Source: Lotta Themnér & Peter Wallensteen,  ‘Armed Conflict, 1946-2013’  Journal of Peace Research Vol.
51 No.4, July 2014, p.544, Figure 2 (note below figure: “A total estimate for battle-related deaths in 2013 
is not included since no reliable battle deaths estimate data for Syria could be provided”).

Figure III

!

Source: Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) Project, ‘Trend 2: Agents of Violence in 
2014’, www.acleddata.com/agents-of-violence-in-2014 (last visited 4-04-2015).

NB: if not detectible in colour: highest line at 2014 = Political Militias; next-highest line = Government 
Forces; third line = Rebel Forces; fourth line = Communal Militias; next-lowest line = External Forces; 
lowest line = Rioters.  For definitions, see Clionadh Raleigh, & Caitriona Dowd,  Armed Conflict 
Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) Codebook 2015  University of Sussex (formerly at PRIO), 2015, 
pp.4-7; www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/ACLED_Codebook_2015.pdf.
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Table I   Number of Google hits for search terms on regional conflict studies

 9 

Sussex (formerly at PRIO), 2015, pp.4-7; www.acleddata.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/ACLED_Codebook_2015.pdf. 

 

 
Table I   Number of Google hits for search terms on regional conflict studies 
 

Search terms: 

‘[region] conflict studies’ 

 

Google UK* 

 

Accessed 14-11-2009 

 

Google Scholar (beta) 

 

Accessed 14-11-2009 

Google Scholar – 

 advanced scholar search 

Accessed 15-11-2009 

Eurasia conflict studies** 

Caucasia 

Caucasus 

Northern Caucasus 

North Caucasus  

 

Central Asia 

 

Balkan 

South-Eastern Europe 

South Eastern Europe 

 

78,000 

2,820 

96,400 

29,200 

48,100 

 

1.02,000 

 

1.470,000 

753,000 

747,000 

 

27,000 

1,270 

25,100 

21,900 

21,500 

 

1.110,000 

 

46,600 

31,600 

900,000 

 

17,800 

823 

17,900 

15,600 

14,700 

 

606,000 

 

32,900 

15,800 

357,000 

 

Africa 

 

Asia 

South East Asia 

 

America 

Central America 

Southern America 

South America 

 

1.300,000 

 

1.750,000 

802,000 

 

3.160,000 

1.590,000 

815,000 

1.500,000 

 

1.350,000 

 

1.380,000 

835,000 

 

2.540,000 

1.820,000 

689,000 

1.210,000 

940,000 

 

818,000 

433,000 

 

1.830,000 

1.260,000 

456,000 

823,000 

Middle East 

Middle Eastern 

 

11.000,000 

11.100,000 

993,000 

847,000 

695,000 

586,000 

 

*:  general search on ‘Google UK’ also included newspaper articles, research institutes, etc. 

**: ‘conflict studies’ was added to the name/designation of each region. 

Source: http://sites.google.com/site/tristansolutions/google-hits-for-region-conflict-studies. 
 

 

Conclusion: notes of caution  
 

Regarding the conflict trends described, assessed and summarised above, I need to 

make two cautionary notes, particularly to those involved in the field of 

ethnogeopolitics, but also to any scholars who may tend to overrate the universal 

application of their discipline or the general validity of their preferred theory or 

research approach: ethnic conflicts may be predominant, but not all conflicts are 

ethnic in nature, nor are all conflicts caused by majorities suppressing minorities. 

 

First, I hold that one should not presume that all internal conflicts, or even all 

conflicts per se, are ethnic in character depending to one’s definition of ethnicity – as 

for instance Donald Horowitz appears to do in his otherwise excellent research. 

Horowitz presumes that ethnic conflict has acquired an “ubiquitous character” due to 

Decolonisation and the “dismemberment of empires and large states”, concluding that 

the “permeative character of ethnic affiliations” determines the nature of practically 

*:  general search on ‘Google UK’ also included newspaper articles, research institutes, etcetera.

**: ‘conflict studies’ was added to the name/designation of each region.

Source: http://sites.google.com/site/tristansolutions/google-hits-for-region-conflict-studies.

Endnotes

1. There is “no general consensus on the definitions of geopolitics and ethnopolitics, and hence 
ethnogeopolitics also cannot be easily or non-controversially defined” (Rezvani 2013: 4). Still, while 
geopolitics in the broader sense is “focused on military strategy, economics and natural resources, 
but also on culture”, traditional geopolitics is focused on “states and global regimes” only while 
ethnogeopolitics looks at all these factors at “the level of peoples” (Ibid.: 4 (quotes) ).

2. I thank Prof. Adrian Guelke for helping me to formulate these first probing questions during the 
early phase of my PhD research at Queen’s University Belfast in 2005-2006. I added the eighth 
research question in later years, when I studied the literature on combat-stress (see Ten Dam 2012, 
2015b).
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3. From 2005 till early 2014, I have described my Brutalisation theory, with some modifications, as “a 
cycle of violence involving four main variables: “values on “good” and “bad” violence (variable 1); 
grievances leading to armed conflict (variable 2); combat stress leading to atrocities (variable 3); and 
new conflict grievances emanating from such atrocities (variable 4), spawning counter-atrocities and 
eventually hardening or debasing the original violence-values (the cycle returns to the first 
variable)” (Ten Dam 2010: 332). Since then, I have widened and reformulated the theory’s variables, 
so as to more equally represent different motivations as explanations of brutal behaviour.

4. In 2011, “36 of the 37 active armed conflicts were fought within states. Of these, nine were 
internationalized, meaning that they saw international involvement with troop support to one or 
both sides of the warring parties” (Themnér & Wallensteen 2012: 565,566 (quote),567, Table I). There 
have been 133 active conflicts between 1989 and 2010, and 246 active conflicts since WWII (Themnér 
& Wallensteen 2011: 525, 527, Table I). No breakdowns on the numbers of extrasystemic conflicts 
between state and outside non-state group(s), and intrastate, international(ised) intrastate and 
interstate conflicts, are given for e.g. the 1946-2010/2011 and 1989-2010/2011 periods; neither can these 
be easily found at www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/datasets/. Themnér and Wallensteen reiterate that 
interstate conflicts “have become .. increasingly rare .. since the early 1990s, .. especially since 
2004” (Ibid 2011: 528).

5. Of the 122 active conflicts between 1989 and 2006 (232 conflicts since WWII) only seven were 
interstate, though twenty-six were ‘internationalised intrastate’ conflicts (Harbom & Wallensteen 
2007: 623, 624 (Table II & note b) ). On closer look the year 2006 had 33, and 2007 even 34 conflicts, 
though “wars—conflicts with more than 1,000 battle-related deaths—decreased by one” to four in 
2007 (Harbom, Melander & Wallensteen 2008: 697 (& note 1), 698 (quote) ).

6. Colin S. Gray recognises that most armed conflicts have been, and probably will be, internal; he just 
warns against the overconfident assertion that (major) interstate wars are becoming forever extinct.

7. In 1963 J. David Singer founded the Correlates of War (COW) project to accumulate data on wars 
since 1816 (www.correlatesofwar.org). See also his classics as shown in the Bibliography (Singer & 
Small 1972; Singer et al. 1979). 

8. Steven Pinker already noted some of the “downward trends” (Pinker 2012: xxvi (quote) & his note 3) 
of violence like homicide in his earlier works (Pinker 1998: 518-519; Pinker 2002: 166-169,320,330-336; 
the page references seem to fit with the editions in my possession—see Bibliography).

9. Horowitz focuses “on Asia and Africa” (Horowitz 2000: xvii), as ethnicity is supposedly “less urgent” 
in the West” (Ibid: 18)—despite the noted “fragmentation of two .. Eurasian 
pseudofederations” (Ibid: xi). 

10. Yet since 2008, governments stopped refusing to “recognize Kosovo” (Walker 2003: 17, note 12).
11. Horowitz does not come up with an explicit, universal definition of ethnic conflict, though he 

circumscribes ethnicity as group identity differentiated “by color, language, religion, or some other 
attribute of common origin” (Horowitz 2000: 17-18, 41). Still, Horowitz seems to suggest that 
practically all internal conflicts are ethnic in nature. Though he allows for other types of ethnic 
conflict, like “ethnically based military coups” (Ibid: xvi), he practically equates it with rebellion.

12. Actually, non-ethnic conflicts appear to be quite frequent, even if the ethnic intrastate conflict still 
is the dominant type.

13. Unsurprisingly, Roy Licklider and Mia Bloom’s same footnote 3 refer to Horowitz’ Ethnic Groups in 
Conflict (2000).

14. Even if any of the “284 politically-active ethnic groups” tracked from “1945 to the present” represent 
majorities as in numbers of people in a certain country or region, the project’s title—‘Minorities at 
Risk’—suggests otherwise (www.cidcm.umd.edu/mar/about.asp; last accessed: 9-02-2015). Even 
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when looking at definitional criteria of groups constituting a minority at risk (MAR), it remains 
unclear if and to what extent a numerical criterion is being applied (not even criteria 1 and 2 make 
this sufficiently clear): thus criterion 4 states that these “include advantaged minorities like the 
Sunni Arabs of Iraq .., but exclude advantaged majorities” (www.cidcm.umd.edu/mar/definition.asp; 
last acc. 9-02-2015). Then what about disadvantaged majorities? Are these latter groups really 
excluded from the data? Then one gets a lopsided picture, which neglects numerical majorities that 
are or may be at risk of marginalisation, discrimination and worse.

15. MAR’s designation of Sudan as ‘majority-dominated’ in 2005 seems to refer to North Sudan 
dominating the ‘minority’ in South Sudan, which became independent in 2011—but this is not made 
explicit.
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Praise of the article ‘Looking at Conflict Patterns’

(First Critical Response to Caspar ten Dam’s “Looking at Conflict Patterns: Declining 
Frequencies yet Persistent Brutalities in both Ethnic and Non-Ethnic Conflicts”)

The value of the article is to raise important questions to be asked by scholars dealing with 
contemporary ethnic and non-ethnic conflicts. The author convincingly claims that the 
frequencies of contemporary conflicts steadily drops, but not their brutalities. Testing a 
brutalization theory through different research methods would contribute to our better 
understanding of conflict patterns.

- Jacek Czaputowicz is professor at the Institute of European Studies, Faculty of Journalism and 
Political Science, University of Warsaw, Poland.   jacek.czaputowicz@uw.edu.pl 

Good Observations, yet Consultations with Authors of Datasets Required

(Second Critical Response to Caspar ten Dam’s “Looking at Conflict Patterns: 
Declining Frequencies yet Persistent Brutalities in both Ethnic and Non-Ethnic 
Conflicts”)

The article on conflict patterns plausibly indicates the overall declines in most forms of 
violence - while the levels of brutalisation in the remaining instances of violence generally 
tend to remain high, given the very hard-to-beat reasons, circumstances and psychological 
dynamics of brutality itself.

However, it seems that the author has interpreted the setups and applied definitions of 
datasets without consulting the initiators, authors and/or implementers of those datasets. If 
so, he or she could have approached the latter with any questions and criticisms in order to 
get relevant feedback and resolve any potential and avoidable misunderstandings (and 
misinterpretations).

For instance, the author should or could have approached Ted Robert Gurr and other 
scholars involved in the Minorities at Risk project about the apparent circumscription of the 
'minority' concept, and put his or her criticisms (as described in the article's Conclusion  and 
in notes 14 and 15) before them. 

For instance, note 15 states that "MAR’s designation of Sudan as ‘majority-dominated’ in 2005 
seems to refer to North Sudan dominating the ‘minority’ in South Sudan, which became 
independent in 2011—but this is not made explicit." Yet the author could have asked Gurr or 
anybody else at MAR whether that interpretation is correct, and whether the designation is 
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clarified in any of MAR's reports or categorizations of the cases in the datasets that the 
author has been unable to find or get access to. 

Nevertheless, the article's observations are generally insightful, thought-provoking and 
worthy of further research by the author, other scholars or collaborative efforts by both.

- Anonymous

Author’s Response

I appreciate the encouragements and suggestions by the peer reviewers (a third peer review 
remains both anonymous and unpublished according to that author’s wishes). Admittedly, I 
may need to approach the authors of the conflict datasets and other sources more often and 
systematically. 

However, I must point out that not all the scholars whose works and data outputs I have 
consulted, analyzed and used in my article have deigned to respond to any enquiries (about 
unclarities, uncertainties, etc.) that I did put to them by email months or, in some cases, even 
years ago. Nevertheless, I will make a renewed effort to reach them in a new round or follow-
up of my conflict-pattern analyses and research.

- Caspar ten Dam

NB: do you have any comments on Caspar ten Dam’s article and/or the Critical Responses? 
Please send these to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at 
www.ethnogeopolitics.org.

Some of the comments on this and any other contribution the Editorial Board may publish 
as Critical Responses (maximum 3,000 words) in the next issue of the journal. Extensive 
critical responses with own source references may be published as full-fledged, separate 
articles. Please supply your name, contact details, academic and/or other professional titles 
and affiliations, as well as your research specialisms and any major publications.
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(Announcement)

My new Cartoon "The Expert"    Caspar ten Dam

After many years, I have finally come up with a new Cartoon character, 
the "[Terrorism] Expert" (see picture on the left), loosely based on my 
own personality (as I see it) and several of those I have encountered 
since the 1990s in the academic world.

For the time being, every cartoon attempts to deliver one or more jokes 
or humorous observations (at least humorous to my mind) to do with 
the thoughts, practices and behaviours in academia and associated 
worlds, such as those of think tanks and policy advisers working for 
governments, international organisations and NGOs.

I seek to place one freely downloadable "The Expert" cartoon per month 
on my website www.ctdamconsultancy.com (see ‘Events’).

Some of these cartoons may be reproduced in future issues of this journal. In any private or 
small-scale use of these cartoons, my authorship (“Copright C. ten Dam”) must stay visible in 
reproductions. For any commercial or other large-scale use, my prior permission is required. 
This use may be for free as well under some conditions, but only after my prior permission as 
well. My very first "The Expert" cartoon is shown on page 23. Below is shown the second one.
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Main Article

Demographic Changes in the Southwest Caucasus, 1604-1830: 
The Case of Historical Eastern Armenia
George Bournoutian

The Russian Conquest of Transcaucasia, Map 3 in: G. Bournoutian, The Khanate of Erevan under Qajar Rule, 
1795-1828 (New York, 1992).

Introduction

The main purpose of this paper is present, for the first time in English, reliable figures on the 
demographic changes in the Southwest Caucasus 1 from the height of Iranian hegemony to 
its conquest by the Russian Empire.

Until the fourteenth century AD, Armenians still formed the majority of the population of 
the historical territory of eastern Armenia.2 It was only after the campaigns of Tamerlane (d. 
1405) that the region began to lose its Armenian population and various Turkic and Kurdish 
tribes began to permanently settle there.3 Despite the numerous battles between the 
Safavids and the Ottomans in the sixteenth century, the Armenians managed to hold their 
own in some of the districts of the khanates of Iravan (Erivan/Yerevan), Nakhjavan 
(Nakhichevan), Ganjeh (Ganja), and especially in the mountainous strongholds of Qarabagh 
(Karabagh).
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Population transfers and other demographic changes in Southwest Caucasus

Shah `Abbas I (1571-1629), the fifth king of the Safavid Empire, forced the migration of 
between 150,000 and 200,000 Armenians from the Yerevan-Nakhichevan regions to Iran in 
1604. This event drastically altered the demography of these two khanates. The demographic 
picture of the khanates of Yerevan, Nakhichevan and Ganja continued to change during the 
twelve-year Ottoman occupation (1723-1735) of these three khanates, as well as the 
campaigns of Persia’s post-Safavid ruler, Nader Shah Afshar (d. 1747) to restore them to 
Iranian rule. 

The nineteenth century saw yet more changes. The first Russo-Iranian War (1804-1813) and 
the campaigns led by generals Paul Dmitrievich Tsitsianov (1754-1806) in 1804 and Ivan 
Vasileivich Gudovich (1741-1820) in 1808, against Ganja and Yerevan encouraged many 
Armenians to seek refuge in Georgia. A primary source mentions that some 5,000 Armenian 
refugees from Yerevan and Ganja had fled to Georgia.4

By the end of the first Russo-Iranian War (1813) 5, therefore, the Armenian population of the 
khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan had dwindled considerably. The Armenians of the 
khanate of Ganja, however, maintained clusters in the suburbs6, while the Armenian 
population living in the five Armenian mahals (districts) of Mountainous Karabagh (present-
day Nagorno-Karabakh) was the only part of historical eastern Armenia to maintain an 
absolute Armenian control over their territory. The official Russian survey conducted in 1823 
shows that the Armenians in those five districts formed 96.67 percent of the population.7

The appointment of General Alexei Petrovich Yermolov as the Commander in Chief of the 
Caucasus, in 1816, ushered a new era in the region. Yermolov’s anti-Muslim policy forced 
many of the Muslim governors, who had remained nominally in charge after the first Russo-
Iranian War, to seek refuge in Iran. Yermolov wished to completely incorporate Transcaucasia 
into the Russian administrative system. He, therefore, ordered official surveys to be 
conducted in the former khanates of Sheki, Shirvan and Qarabagh (Karabagh).8 

Yermolov’s brutal actions of ruthless colonization forced Iran to invade Transcaucasia in 
1826. The Iranians were welcomed by the Muslims and scored a number of victories. Most of 
the Armenians, however, hoped for a Russian victory. Some of their religious and lay leaders, 
especially those in Georgia and Russia, who had for some time been in touch with Russian 
sympathizers, envisioned the restoration of an Armenian state under Russian protection. 

The appointment of General Ivan Fedorovich Paskevich as the new chief of the Caucasus 
turned the tide and began the Russian counteroffensive. An Armenian volunteer unit was 
formed in Tiflis and accompanied the Russian army in the capture of the Holy See of 
Echmiadzin outside Yerevan. By October 1827, the Russian army had taken the fortresses of 
Yerevan, Nakhichevan, Sardarabad and `Abbasabad, and had entered Tabriz.

Iran sued for peace and, in February 1828, signed the burdensome Treaty of Turkmanchay, by 
which it renounced all of the South Caucasus, gave up its naval rights on the Caspian Sea, 
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accepted capitulations and agreed to pay 20 million rubles in indemnity costs. Armenian 
leaders and their Russian allies also inserted Article XV in the said treaty, which gave a years’ 
time for the transfer of populations across the Arax (Aras) River. Armenians from Iran were 
encouraged to emigrate from Iran into the former Yerevan and Nakhichevan khanates, while 
those Muslims who did not wish to be ruled by Orthodox Christian Russia decided to 
immigrate to Iran. 

Taking advantage of Article XV and given financial aid, many of the descendants of those 
Armenians who had been forcibly moved into Iran by Shah `Abbas, crossed the Arax River 
and, after 200 years, repatriated to the newly-formed Armenian Province (Armianskaia 
Oblast’), created from the former khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan, within the Russian 
Empire.

The population transfers once again altered the demography of the region, this time, in favor 
of the Armenians. A year later, following the end of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1828-1829, 
more Armenians emigrated from western Armenia into the newly formed Russian Armenian 
Province. The figures included herein, most presented for the first time in English, are from 
the official Russian census conducted in 1829-1830. Although not as accurate as a present-day 
census, these figures, nevertheless, give a good indication of the demography of the former 
khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan just prior to and immediately after the population 
transfers.9

Table I: The Russian Census of Population of the Yerevan Khanate in 1828-1830

 

 

The Russian Census of Population of the Yerevan Khanate in 1828-1830 

 

Muslims   Families   Male   Female   Total 

 

City of Yerevan   1,807   3,749  3,582  7,331 

 

Kırk-Bulagh Mahal  81    205  178   383 

 

Zangi-Basar Mahal  910 2,979 2,434 5,413 

 

Garni-Basar Mahal  753 2,231 1,945 4,176 

 

Vedi-Basar Mahal  574 1,828 1,621 3,449 

 

Sharur Mahal   1,305 3,397 3,113 6,510 

 

Surmalu Mahal   709 2,555 2,277 4,832 

 

Darakend-Pachenis Mahal 589 1,742 1,525 3,267 

 

Sa`dlu Mahal   160 517 487 1,004 

 

Talin Mahal   91 222 198 420 

 

Seyyedli-Akhsakhli Mahal 311 953 801 1,754 

 

Sardarabad Mahal  276 959 878 1,837 

 

Karbi-Basar Mahal  400 1,406 1,186 2,592 

 

Aparan Mahal   - - - - 

 

Darachichak Mahal  231 718 582 1,300 

 

Gökchay Mahal   999 3,164 2,443 2,607 

 

Total:    9,196 26,625 23,250 49,875 
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Armenians formed the majority of the population in only four districts. One of these, Karbi-
Basar, included the Holy See of Echmiadzin. There were no Armenians in two mahals 
(Sharur and Sa`dlu) and no Muslims in one mahal (Aparan). This last was the scene of 
repeated raids by Russian troops. Armenians were also absent from those mahals (Darakend-
Parchenis, Seyyedli-Akhsakhli, Sa`dlu, and Gökchay) with large nomadic tribes.

 

Armenians (native)  Families   Male   Female   Total 

 

City of Yerevan   567  1,220 1,149 2,369 

 

Kırk-Bulagh Mahal  262 743 653 1,396 

   

Zangi-Basar Mahal  133 305 298 603 

 

Garni-Basar Mahal  34 70 75 145 

 

Vedi-Basar Mahal  2 9 6 15 

 

Sharur Mahal   - - - - 

 

Surmalu Mahal   935 3.052 2,840 5,892 

 

Darakend-Pachenis Mahal 1 3 2 5 

 

Sa`dlu Mahal   - - - - 

 

Talin Mahal   74 225 191 416 

 

Seyyedli-Akhsakhli Mahal 6 16 12 28 

 

Sardarabad Mahal  469 1,640 1,574 3,214 

 

Karbi-Basar Mahal  897 2,788 2,502 5.290 

 

Aparan Mahal   11 29 29 58 

 

Darachichak Mahal  92 298 254 552 

 

Gökchay Mahal   15 52 38 90 

 

Total:    3,498 10,450 9,623 20,073 

 

 

Percentage of Muslims in 1828:       59.8% 

Percentage of Armenians in 1828:    40.2%
10

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10

 The above table of figures does not include the small number of Persians and 

especially the various tribes who left the khanate. The exact number is not available but it is 

estimated to have been over 15,000 people. The percentage of the Armenians, therefore, is 

reduced to between 33-30% of the population. In my monograph on Yerevan, The Khanate of 

Erevan Under Qajar Rule, 1795-1828 (New York, 1992), 63, I overestimated the Persian 

population as being over 10,000 people. We now know for a fact that the number barely 

exceeded, 1000. The percentage of Armenians prior to the Russian conquest was, therefore, 

between 33-30% and not 20% as indicated in my monograph. In any case, prior to the Russian 

conquest and the emigration of Armenians from Iran, the Armenians formed a minority in the 

khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan.  
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Table II: Russian Census of the Population of the Nakhichevan Khanate in 1828-1830

Armenians formed the majority of the population in only four districts. One of these, 

Karbi-Basar, included the Holy See of Echmiadzin. There were no Armenians in two 

mahals (Sharur and Sa`dlu) and no Muslims in one mahal (Aparan). This last was the 

scene of repeated raids by Russian troops. Armenians were also absent from those 

mahals (Darakend-Parchenis, Seyyedli-Akhsakhli, Sa`dlu, and Gökchay) with large 

nomadic tribes. 

 

 

Armenian immigrants from Iran (1829/1830): 

 

         Families       Male     Female   Total 

 

    4,559 12,498 11,070  23,568 

 

Armenian immigrants from the Ottoman Empire (1830): 

 

    3,674 11,400 10,239  21,639 

 

Total Armenian immigrants: 45,207 

 

Total Armenian population in 1830: 65,280 

 

Percentage of Muslims in 1830:   43.3% 

Percentage of Armenians in 1830:  56.7% 

 

 

 

Russian Census of the Population of the Nakhichevan Khanate in 1828-1830 

 

Muslims:          Families    Male    Female  Total       

 

City of Nakhichevan 909   1,892    1,749    3,641 

 

Alinja-Chay Mahal 400 987 861 1,848 

 

Nakhichevan Mahal 979 2,205 1,989 4,194 

 

Mavazikhatun Mahal 282 811 686 1,497 

 

Khok Mahal  292 727 648 1,375 

 

Daralagoz Mahal 1,001 2,411 2,172 4,583  

 

Total:   3,863 9,033 8,105 17,138 

 

Ordubad District: 

 

City of Ordubad 767 1,687 1,575 3,262 

 

Ordubad Mahal  146 280 272 552 

 

Agulis Mahal  77 190 157 347 

 

Dasta (Dastak) Mahal 317 810 723 1,533 

 

Bilev (Bilav)
11

 Mahal 289 605 605 1,210 

 

Chinanap Mahal 79 179 164 343 

 

Total:   1,675 3,751 3,496 7,247 

 

Total Muslim population of the Nakhichevan khanate: 24,385 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11

 This is the old Armenian Bghew district.  
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The Agulis mahal was the only district where the Armenians formed a majority prior to the 
Russian conquest. It is within the historic Armenian district of Goght`n and had eight 
churches and a monastery.13

 

Armenians (native): 

    

    Families        Male      Female   Total 

 

City of Nakhichevan 156 379 340 719 

 

Alinja-Chay Mahal 123 360 323 683 

 

Nakhichevan Mahal 150 409 367 776 

 

Mavazikhatun Mahal - - - - 

 

Khok Mahal  43 115 109 224 

 

Daralagoz Mahal 58 141 147 288 

 

Total:   530 1,404 1,286 2,690 

 

Ordubad District: 

 

City of Ordubad - - - - 

 

Ordubad Mahal  36 102 113 215 

 

Agulis Mahal  214 685 671 1,356 

 

Dastak Mahal  62 181 165 346 

 

Bilev Mahal  39 109 99 208 

 

Chinanap Mahal 49 127 136 263 

 

Total:    400 1,204 1,184 2,388 

 

Total Armenian population of the Nakhichevan khanate in 1828:  5,078 

 

Percentage of Muslims in 1828:       79.2% 

Percentage of Armenians in 1828:    20.8%
12

 

 

The Agulis mahal was the only district where the Armenians formed a majority prior 

to the Russian conquest. It is within the historic Armenian district of Goght`n and had 

eight churches and a monastery.
13

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12

 The above table of figures does not include the small number of Persians, who left 

the region after the Russian conquest. The Armenians probably formed less than 20% of the 

population.  
13

 See A. Ayvazian, The Historical Monuments of Nakhichevan (Detroit, 1990), 13-

24. 
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It is important to note that the Armenian Province, renamed Yerevan Province in 1845, 
continued to have a significant Muslim population until 1919. Official figures from the 
Armenian Republic, which was formed in May 1918 following the collapse of the Russian 
Empire, have the following numbers:

Conclusion

Thus, after nine decades, the Armenians formed only 66.4% of the population of the former 
territory of the Yerevan-Nakhichevan khanates. This was primarily due to the fact that 
Nakhichevan after the Armeno-Azeri clashes of 1905-1907 had lost a significant portion of its 
Armenian population.16 

Most importantly, however, the majority of Armenian intellectuals and entrepreneurs 
preferred the cities of Tiflis and Baku, both being the political commercial and industrial 
centers of Russian Transcaucasia, to predominantly agricultural Russian Armenia, one of the 
many neglected and impoverished backwaters of the Russian Empire. It was only after 
Sovietization that Soviet Armenia (minus Nakhichevan, Sharur and Surmalu, the first two 

Armenians immigrants from Iran (1829/1830): 

 

                               Families        Male     Female     Total 

 

Nakhichevan Region: 2,137 5,641 5,011 10,652 

 

Ordubad District: 250 698 642 1,340  

 

Armenian immigrants from the Ottoman Empire (1830): 

 

Nakhichevan Region: 8 17 10 27 

 

Total Armenian immigrants:  12,019 

 

Total Armenian population of the Nakhichevan khanate in 1829/1830:  17,097 

 

Percentage of Muslims in 1830:   58.8% 

Percentage of Armenians in 1830:  41.2% 

 

 

It is important to note that the Armenian Province, renamed Yerevan 

Province in 1845, continued to have a significant Muslim population until 1919. 

Official figures from the Armenian Republic, which was formed in May 1918 

following the collapse of the Russian Empire, have the following numbers: 

 

Armenians:      669,871 

Tatars
14

      365,841 

Turks            8,000 

Kurds        36,508 

Yezidis         12,624  

Russians, Georgians, Greeks, Gypsies:      21,854
15

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Thus, after nine decades, the Armenians formed only 66.4% of the 

population of the former territory of the Yerevan-Nakhichevan khanates. This was 

primarily due to the fact that Nakhichevan after the Armeno-Azeri clashes of 1905-

1907 had lost a significant portion of its Armenian population.
16

 Most importantly, 

however, the majority of Armenian intellectuals and entrepreneurs preferred the cities 

of Tiflis and Baku, both being the political commercial and industrial centers of 

Russian Transcaucasia, to predominantly agricultural Russian Armenia, one of the 

many neglected and impoverished backwaters of the Russian Empire. It was only 

after Sovietization that Soviet Armenia (minus Nakhichevan, Sharur and Surmalu, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14

 Russian sources refer to all Turkish-speaking Muslims in the region as Tatars. 

Those living in the eastern parts of South Caucasus were, after the creation of the Azerbaijan 

Republic in 1918, and especially after Sovietization, became identified as Azeris. 
15

 Prepared by the Armenian Delegation for the Paris Conference (1919), British 

Foreign Office, 371/4952. 
16

 See L. Villari, Fire and Sword in the Caucasus (London, 1907).  

Armenians immigrants from Iran (1829/1830): 
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Nakhichevan Region: 2,137 5,641 5,011 10,652 

 

Ordubad District: 250 698 642 1,340  

 

Armenian immigrants from the Ottoman Empire (1830): 

 

Nakhichevan Region: 8 17 10 27 

 

Total Armenian immigrants:  12,019 

 

Total Armenian population of the Nakhichevan khanate in 1829/1830:  17,097 

 

Percentage of Muslims in 1830:   58.8% 

Percentage of Armenians in 1830:  41.2% 

 

 

It is important to note that the Armenian Province, renamed Yerevan 

Province in 1845, continued to have a significant Muslim population until 1919. 

Official figures from the Armenian Republic, which was formed in May 1918 

following the collapse of the Russian Empire, have the following numbers: 

 

Armenians:      669,871 

Tatars
14

      365,841 

Turks            8,000 

Kurds        36,508 

Yezidis         12,624  

Russians, Georgians, Greeks, Gypsies:      21,854
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Conclusion 

Thus, after nine decades, the Armenians formed only 66.4% of the 

population of the former territory of the Yerevan-Nakhichevan khanates. This was 

primarily due to the fact that Nakhichevan after the Armeno-Azeri clashes of 1905-

1907 had lost a significant portion of its Armenian population.
16

 Most importantly, 

however, the majority of Armenian intellectuals and entrepreneurs preferred the cities 

of Tiflis and Baku, both being the political commercial and industrial centers of 

Russian Transcaucasia, to predominantly agricultural Russian Armenia, one of the 

many neglected and impoverished backwaters of the Russian Empire. It was only 

after Sovietization that Soviet Armenia (minus Nakhichevan, Sharur and Surmalu, 
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 Russian sources refer to all Turkish-speaking Muslims in the region as Tatars. 

Those living in the eastern parts of South Caucasus were, after the creation of the Azerbaijan 

Republic in 1918, and especially after Sovietization, became identified as Azeris. 
15

 Prepared by the Armenian Delegation for the Paris Conference (1919), British 

Foreign Office, 371/4952. 
16

 See L. Villari, Fire and Sword in the Caucasus (London, 1907).  
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ceded to Azerbaijan, and the third to Turkey)17 achieved a predominantly Armenian 
character, with Armenians forming over 95% of its population in 1991.

Although the Armenian populations of Nakhichevan, Sharur and Surmalu, for all practical 
purposes, disappeared, Nagorno-Karabakh, with its Armenian majority, was designated in 
1923 as an autonomous district within Azerbaijan. Azeri discriminatory policies angered the 
Armenians and they petitioned Moscow in the 1950s and 1970s to allow them to secede from 
Azerbaijan. 

The fall of the Soviet Union resulted in large Armenian demonstrations, both in Yerevan and 
Nagorno-Karabakh demanding a change in the status of Nagorno-Karabakh. Shortly after 
war ensued between the Armenians and Azeris. Armenians captured most of Nagorno-
Karabakh, as well as bordering regions. A shaky cease-fire has existed since 1994.

George Bournoutian is Professor of History, Iona College, New York.  GBournoutian@iona.edu 
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1. In order to desist from a Russian bias, the term South(west) Caucasus is used instead of 
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kommissieiu, II (Tiflis, 1868) [Collected Documents and Decrees of the Viceroyalty of the Caucasus], 
doc. 1228. 
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of Qarabagh (Karabagh), Shirvan, Ganjeh (Ganja), Qobbeh (Kuba), Baku, Shakki (Sheki), and parts 
of Talesh, see T. Yuzefovich, Dogovory Rossii s Vostokom (St. Petersburg, 1869) [Russian Treaties with 
the East], pp.208-214. 

6. Akty, II, docs. 1190-1193 (see note 4).
7. G. Bournoutian, ed./trans., The 1823 Russian Survey of the Karabagh Province: A Primary Source on the 

Demography and Economy of Karabagh in the Early 19th Century (Costa Mesa, CA., 2012), p.439. 
Original Russian title: Opisane Karabagskoi Provintsii sostavlennoe v’ 1823 godu (Tiflis, 1866).

8. Opisanie Shekinskoi Provintsii sostavlennoe v’ 1819 godu (Tiflis, 1866) [Descriptive Survey of the Sheki 
Province compiled in 1819]; Opisanie Shirvanskoi Provintsii sostavlennoe v’ 1820 godu (Tiflis, 1867) 
[Descriptive Survey of the Shirvan Province compiled in the year 1820]; and the survey for the 
Karabagh Province cited above (note 7), also printed in Tiflis in 1866.  

9. The totals for the population listed in the Russian census are in I. Shopen, Istoricheskii pamiatnik` 
sostoianiia Armianskoi Oblasti v’ epokhu eia prisoedineniia k’ Rossiiskoi imperii (St. Petersburg, 1852) 
[A Historical Survey of the Armenian province at the Time of Its Unification to the Russian Empire], 
pp.637-647. 

10. The table of figures (i.e. Table I) does not include the small number of Persians and especially the 
various tribes who left the khanate. The exact number is not available but it is estimated to have 
been over 15,000 people. The percentage of the Armenians, therefore, is reduced to between 33-30% 
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of the population. In my monograph on Yerevan, The Khanate of Erevan Under Qajar Rule, 1795-1828 
(New York, 1992), p.63, I overestimated the Persian population as being over 10,000 people. We now 
know for a fact that the number barely exceeded a 1000. The percentage of Armenians prior to the 
Russian conquest was, therefore, between 33-30% and not 20% as indicated in my monograph. In 
any case, prior to the Russian conquest and the emigration of Armenians from Iran, the Armenians 
formed a minority in the khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan. 

11. This is the old Armenian Bghew district. 
12. This table of figures (i.e. Table II) does not include the small number of Persians, who left the 

region after the Russian conquest. The Armenians probably formed less than 20% of the population. 
13. See A. Ayvazian, The Historical Monuments of Nakhichevan (Detroit, 1990), pp.13-24.
14. Russian sources refer to all Turkish-speaking Muslims in the region as Tatars. Those living in the 

eastern parts of South Caucasus, after the creation of the Azerbaijan Republic in 1918, and especially 
after Sovietization, became identified as Azeris.

15. Prepared by the Armenian Delegation for the Paris Conference (1919), British Foreign Office, 
371/4952.

16. See L. Villari, Fire and Sword in the Caucasus (London, 1907). 
17. In exchange for these losses, Moscow agreed to include the district of Zangezur (which had an 

Armenian majority), as well as Lori and Borchalu (a bone of contention between Armenia and 
Georgia), which were not part of the original khanates of Yerevan and Nakhichevan, within the 
territory of Soviet Armenia.

Praise of the article ‘Demographic Changes in the Southwest Caucasus’

(First Critical Response to George Bournoutian’s “Demographic Changes in the 
Southwest Caucasus,1604-1830: The Case of Historical Eastern Armenia”)

The article reads well, and to me seems authoritative. Clearly, the author of the article knows 
this material very well—perhaps better than anyone. This is a very controversial subject, and 
it is valuable to have the material presented clearly and fairly, though many may dispute his 
or her findings.

- Ronald Grigor Suny is William H. Sewell, Jr. Distinguished University Professor of History at 
University of Michigan, United States; he is also Senior Researcher at the National Research 
University—Higher School of Economics, Saint Petersburg, Russia.# rgsuny@umich.edu   
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Positive comments on, and some suggestions for the author of, the article 
‘Demographic Changes in the Southwest Caucasus’

(Second Critical Response to George Bournoutian’s “Demographic Changes in the 
Southwest Caucasus,1604-1830: The Case of Historical Eastern Armenia”)

I have read the short article with great interest. In my opinion the excellent article correctly 
reflects the demographic developments in Yerevan and Nakchivan. Still, it would be 
recommendable in future publications to also include or mention the data from the census 
of Qarabagh so as to get a better, more precise picture of the demographic changes in this 
province where so many Armeninians lived and still do live to this day; this census was 
published in 1830 of thereabouts. 

Furthermore it would be useful to get an idea about when and how many Armenians moved 
away after the 1905-06 bloodbath and after the Russian Revolution (emigration from Tiflis 
and Baku to Yerevan). Perhaps this is too much to ask, but I have every confidence that the 
author of the article has these data in his or her possession, or can have access to these—and 
can reproduce these in forthcoming and future publications.

- Dr. Willem Floor is an Iranologist and independent scholar well-versed in Persian, Arabic and 
Islamology, who received his doctoral degree at Leiden University in 1971; during 1983-2002 he 
worked as an energy specialist for the World Bank. His most recent book is The History of Bread in 
Iran (Washington DC: MAGE, 2015).  willem.floor@gmail.com#

NB: do you have any comments on George Bournoutian’s article and/or the Critical 
Responses? Please send these to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at 
www.ethnogeopolitics.org.

Editorial Note

We as the Editorial Board of this journal reserve the right to publish reviews and comments 
after getting the explict permission of the peer reviewers. As for the wishes of the reviewers 
and for the reason of limitations in space, we have no choice but to be selective in publishing 
the reviews and comments if there happen to be many of these.

George Bournoutian's article received five reviews. We received a rather negative review from 
Armenia and a positive one from Republic of Azerbaijan. Another very negative review came 
from Nigar Gozalvoa, a historian from the Republic of Azerbaijan, which may be useful for 
academic debate but was not immediately relevant to the subject of this current paper. The 
first two reviewers asked us to respect their total anonymity. We have published two reviews 
from prominent scholars in this field. We are thankful to all reviewers for their contributions.

- Babak Rezvani, Editor-in-Chief
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Main Article

We Don’t Do Area Studies: Reflections on the Development of 
the Genre of Research from a Political Science Perspective
Bo Petersson

Introduction

As a young PhD in the mid-1980s I came of age in an academic world dominated by border 
police. These self-appointed guardians had taken it upon themselves to define the outer 
borders of political science. They were eager to point out when something was not kosher, 
when something theoretically or methodologically was not clearly within the narrow borders 
of political science as they perceived them. 

The alarm could be sounded on every level, from Bachelor’s thesis seminars to a viva for PhD 
defense, indeed even in exchanges of view between full professors at annual political science 
association conferences. 

In these contexts it was even considered suspicious to do what was perceived as ‘sociology’ 
instead of political science, not to mention what happened if one was bold enough to deal 
with inter- and multi-disciplinary research before this lofty title was even invented.

In those 30 years that have passed since then the developments have been tumultuous: the 
Soviet Union dissolved, the Cold War ended, the international situation has tensed again, 
and accelerating globalization has fundamentally changed the premises of doing area 
studies. From within academia, theoretical and methodological developments within area 
studies and the traditional disciplines have also challenged the basic state of play. 

This short article sets out to assess the situation that area studies face today, discuss what 
challenges have emerged before this genre of research, and advise how they can be met.

The general point of departure of the paper is that, whereas area studies in general stand to 
gain from regular interaction with the traditional disciplines, the latter would also be equally 
enriched through such an interchange. 

The rigor of analysis would generally improve among area-studies practitioners, whereas the 
contextual richness and added empirical insights would be indispensable additions to 
disciplinary research with a specific geographical focus or with ambitions to formulate 
theories with general reach (Acharya 2006). 

So, while primarily being a plea for the resurrection of the reputation of, as well as the 
continued need for support for, area studies, the paper holds that disciplinary research 
would equally much stand to gain from a general boost of area studies credentials. #
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Area studies and multi-disciplinarity

Area studies and regional studies research, which henceforth will be used as synonyms in 
this article, would be inconceivable without inter- and multi-disciplinarity, even if the 
opposite does not necessarily hold true since there are of course many other domains of 
application of inter- and multidisciplinary approaches except for area studies. 

However, area-studies research in many ways represents the epitome of inter- and 
multidisciplinary research. Area specialists are “multidisciplinary by inclination and 
training” (Bates 1997: 123). In many respects, therefore, inter- and multi-disciplinary research 
and area studies are predestined to live together, they move together and if they stop moving 
forward, they again do so together.

The scholarly border-police mentality of previous years had harmful effects in many ways. I 
am certain that many young and bright students were put off from pursuing further 
academic careers when told that their proposed research projects would not fit into 
prevailing paradigms of orthodoxy. 

The emergency-brake system warning against straying too far from disciplinary folds no 
doubt inhibited scholarly advances in many areas. Like Umut Özkirimli (2010) writes, the 
anxiety not to transgress disciplinary borders largely explained the lag in the advancement of 
nationalism studies, another area of inter- and multidisciplinary inquiry, long after the end of 
WWII. 

Making forays across disciplinary borders in order to hone one’s research tools simply did 
little to promote academic careers, and there were scant incentives to use the insights even 
from neighboring disciplines when analyzing complex societal phenomena that should have 
benefited from more holistic approaches.# So it was for nationalism studies, and so it was 
indeed also for area studies at large. 

No doubt, this was very much to the detriment of the field of inquiry. As noted by two 
promoters of interdisciplinary approaches in nationalism studies: “It is only through a 
nuanced interdisciplinary perspective that we can come to understand not just the plurality 
of nationalism(s), but also their political and ideological malleability, their dependence on 
the specific political dynamics of each historical context, the dangers of taking their self-
proclaimed lineage and rationale at face-value” (Jenkins & Leaman 2014: 5).

According to the same two authors, relying exclusively on the established academic 
disciplines for the study of contemporary nationalisms would usher in risks of “rigidities and 
over-determinism”, manifested not least by orthodox practitioners of political science with 
their “obsession with classification and typology” (Ibid: 5). Similarly, within the field of 
development studies there were early analyses arguing that the “compartmentalization of 
sciences” provided one basic reason for the need for interdisciplinary approaches (Ichimura 
1975: 112). 
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Nowadays there seems to be increasing awareness that fundamental academic insights are 
achieved in the border areas between disciplines. What Ichimura noted almost 40 years ago 
is today widely recognized:

Interdisciplinary research implies … more interactive cooperation of several disciplines for 
the purpose of attaining a broader or deeper understanding of common problems. It 
sometimes means a new inquiry into the “zwischengebiet”…, a development of new 
conceptions or a reintegration of different information in various disciplines (Ichimura 1975: 
112). 

Notably, inter- and multi-disciplinary research projects are often verbally encouraged and 
commended in declarations of intent by funding agencies. Often, however, one might 
wonder whether not these intentions remain on the rhetoric levels and do not quite make it 
from paper to practice. 

Peer review panels within funding agency structures are for example still largely formed to 
conform to disciplinary borders, and so are assessment panels tasked with the measuring of 
research quality (Jenkins and Leaman 2014: 3). Other examples abound. Journals with high 
citation indexes which are consistently among the best ranked in assessment contexts tend 
to fall squarely within disciplinary folds, whereas journals of inter- and multi-disciplinary 
research tend to be relegated to the periphery.

#

Troubled legacy, mutual suspicion

Everything about these legacies should not be blamed on the border police of bygone days. 
In many respects area studies practitioners had themselves to blame for the criticism they 
received. What aggravated the border-police minded colleagues most was maybe not so 
much the use of and inspiration from the theoretical and methodological approaches of the 
neighboring disciplines per se, or even the flirtation with inter- and multidisciplinary 
methodologies. 

In many cases the real crux was rather the totally non-theoretical approaches used by some, 
who were content to produce a sea of empirical knowledge without trying to fit it into more 
generally applicable, theoretical frameworks. We have all come across those examples, I 
think: the amassing of facts, without the author even trying to maneuver with the help of 
theoretical concepts. 

One need not be a member of the border-police squad to react there. In the words of one 
commentator who was uncompromising in her criticism, area studies in many cases used to 
be “in need of a soul-searching about the quality of its theorizing, the rigor of its research 
methods and the policy and political implications of its work” (Markusen 1999: 880).

Indeed, area studies specialists theoretically and methodologically often seemed to have 
little in common save for the interest in a certain region as such, and the insistence that deep 
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contextual knowledge and proficiency in relevant languages are necessary for the attainment 
of area research scholarship of high quality. The latter dictum is still valid, even if 
technological advances and the global spread of English would seem to make it less 
imperative than it used to be.

The relatively vague least-common denominators among area studies specialists have 
probably not contributed to making their reputation better among representatives of the 
traditional disciplines within the social sciences. As one analyst of the field remarked: “Even 
if one accepts the broad depiction of ‘regional studies’ and ‘regional science’—or wishes to 
debate it—such approaches might remain characterized as different in purpose, focus, the 
kinds of questions they can ask and answer, method, research design, analytical capability, 
policy implications, and so on” (Pike 2007: 1144).

The rather frequent insistence among area studies specialists that their particular region or 
country of study was so unique that exceptionalist claims were called for and any attempts at 
comparison therefore became futile and irrelevant, of course played its part in inhibiting 
cooperation between area studies and traditional disciplines. Indeed, the old tendency 
among area studies scholars “to reify and essentialize” their object of study to “counter and 
exclude” perspectives from outsiders did nothing to promote dialogue with the disciplines 
(Acharya 2006: 4). 

Examples of this kind of thinking abound within the “Russia is different” as well as the “EU 
sui generis” debates, both rather lively not so long ago. Hopefully this kind of intellectual 
complacency has receded with the passing of time and, not least, the shrinking of the world 
under the impact of the processes of globalization.

As it has been made clear from the above, the academic snobbery in relation to the Others 
on the other side of the fence was at least as developed among representatives of the 
traditional disciplines in their relation to area studies practitioners. Most prominent among 
the elements of criticism were as mentioned the accusations of methodological negligence 
and a-theoretical approaches. 

However, in all fairness, area studies researchers have in recent decades represented the 
whole spectrum from theoretical and methodological rigor to their total opposites. Whereas 
the first generation of area studies after WWII was maybe more often marked by the absence 
of such rigor, later generations have increasingly developed theoretical sophistication as well 
as methodological maturity, particularly at performing single-case and comparative-case 
studies (Katzenstein 2001: 789).

Certain genres of research positioned in between the traditional disciplines and area studies 
have been highly instrumental in finding syntheses and trying to bridge the existing gaps. For 
example, the research line of comparative regionalism has, even though internally diverse 
and heterogeneous, been one of the most important, using the EU as the area of reference for 
global outlooks and comparisons (Sbragia 2008; Lombaerde et al. 2010), and the ‘new kid on 
the block’ by the name of comparative area studies is another emerging sub-discipline with 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.2 Autumn 2015 

40



great potential to straddle the divide between area studies and comparative politics 
(Basedau and Köllner 2006).

#

Contextual and ideological transformations

Even though the Cold War context perhaps did not see the genesis of the area studies 
tradition as such (Middell 2013), the Cold War generation of area studies was heavily 
influenced by the ideological conflict between the two blocs. Thus area studies, typically 
Soviet studies as performed in the US or Western Europe, was often part and parcel of the 
ideological contestation, it was a scholarly weapon to be employed in the overarching 
political conflict (Katzenstein 2001). Funding#for applied research was often forthcoming 
from governmental agencies on these grounds, especially in the US but also in Europe.

The end of the Cold War contributed to a substantially reduced demand for area studies 
analyses from the powers that be (Bates 1997b; Katzenstein 2001). In the words of Acharya 
(2006: 2), the end of the Cold War “deprived area studies of its strategic rationale”.# However, 
that particular situation was not to last for very long. 

The events connected with ‘9-11’ and the subsequent ‘war on terror’ reinvigorated the interest 
among Western state authorities to fund area studies, albeit this time focused on the Muslim 
world instead of the old Soviet Union. Undeniably there was, just like in the preceding 
period, an ideological imprint to this new generation of area studies, even though it had 
changed its main geographical vector.

The increasingly assertive external policies of the Russian Federation with its 2014 
annexation of Crimea and its heavy de facto intervention in the civil war in eastern Ukraine 
may have reintroduced the willingness of Western states to spend funding resources on 
Russia-related research. As cases in point, in the Nordic setting both the Danish and the 
Swedish Institutes of International Affairs have during 2015 decided to launch major strategic 
recruitments of Russia-related research expertise. 

Critics could of course argue that such efforts represented late awakenings, and that with 
regard to doing research on Russia, effectively at least two generations of scholars had been 
lost, while the funding authorities were sleeping, dreaming sweet dreams that Russia would 
develop into a “normal”, democratic, westernized and well-behaving medium-to-great power 
that would not seek to upset the geopolitical status quo in Europe. 

There is no doubt a lesson to be learned here. Area-studies competence in regions that 
national funding authorities deem to be of potential strategic relevance needs to be upheld 
on a continuous basis even in fair-weather conditions. When bad weather arrives, new 
generations of researchers cannot simply be conjured up.

Be this as it may, the manifestly ideological component of area studies and its Cold War 
legacy has thus at least partly been scaled down. This may itself have contributed to the 
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improvement of the academic reputation of area studies, even if there is now comparatively 
speaking a greater shortage of funds available for area studies research. 

However, to the extent that a bigger quantity of empirically oriented think-tank driven 
projects has been replaced by fewer but academically more sophisticated university-milieu 
research enterprises this may in the longer run mean a net gain for area studies in qualitative 
terms (cf Acharya 2006: 3).

There is also another ideological matter that, albeit on another level, warrants constant 
attention by area studies practitioners in the West. One needs to bear in mind that area 
studies have a postcolonial legacy, and that the Western perspective of the areas to be 
studied has often been characterized by an Orientalist, patronizing outlook in the sense 
seminally elaborated on by authors such as Edward Said (1978) and Frantz Fanon (2008). #

However, the tendency to see the collective Self as the taken for granted norm, as the 
epitome of positive characteristics, standards and virtues, and the regionalized, area-ascribed 
Others as immature, deviating and not quite there yet, has to be constantly fought and 
averted. In other words, geographical regions inhabited by Others have customarily been 
counted as the objects of area-studies research as opposed to the norm-setting geographical 
region or area where the researchers themselves are based (Basedau and Köllner 2006: 10).

From a European perspective one obvious remedy would be to consistently try to use the 
same methodological and theoretical approaches for the study of EU-Europe as are applied 
to other parts of the globe (Middell 2013). Thus, to treat EU-Europe as one area among others, 
to be studied and compared with other regions on a par with them, might open up for a 
successful fight against the European glorification of the Self. #

The perennial Eurozone crisis has probably contributed somewhat to reducing the self-
congratulatory stance of EU-Europeans as they assess the position of their region and put it 
in relation to developments in other parts of the globe (Bevelander & Petersson 2014). For 
Europeans to treat Europe or European sub-regions on a par with any other regions in the 
world is otherwise no easy task to undertake. 

As observed by Middell (2013: 13), the inclusion of Northern, Western, Southern, and Central 
Europe into the area studies paradigm may mean “the greatest challenge yet for a 
redefinition of regional studies” in Europe. The desirably for analysts of US politics to 
likewise address North America as one region among others, and the inherent challenges of 
such an approach, has been pointed out in a similar manner (Bates 1997b).

#

Construction and fixity

Recent decades have seen dynamic developments within the field of theory evolvement in 
area studies themselves (Middell 2013: 27). Maybe the most important one is tied to the 
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constructivist turn in social sciences and the humanities, which has spread the awareness 
that regions are not to be taken for granted or fixed but are socially and culturally 
constructed in the minds of people. As pointed out by Pike (2007: 1143), this work has sought 
to disrupt notions of ‘regions’ as bounded territories. The ever-accelerating processes of 
globalization have challenged the supposition of the existence of fixed regions even further 
(Acharya 2006). 

As the notion of stable regional units of analysis has been linked to nation-state centrism, 
regional studies have had their share of the criticism leveled against methodological 
nationalism as outdated and out of step with time (Katzenstein 2001; Acharya 2006). In 
consequence, the research objects of area studies have to a degree transformed and 
proliferated, as e.g. Diaspora studies that are by definition not tied to a strictly delimited 
physical space have been added to the area studies repertoire.

If, however, regions are analyzed precisely as social constructions made by Self as well as by 
Other, these ontologically motivated reorientations of research are indeed rather prone to 
enhance the usefulness of area and regional studies under the contemporary conditions. The 
perceptions that people hold of themselves and each other and the different kind of 
boundaries that they draw between their own privileged groups and those that remain on 
the outside remain one of the basic driving forces of politics all across the globe.

With all this said, however, one also needs to point out that socially constructed or not, 
contemporary hotspots tend to be located in certain parts of the globe which are customarily 
identified as regions in common parlance. At the time of writing, in mid-2015, such hotspots 
have been centered in Russia, Ukraine, and the former Soviet Union, on the one hand, and 
the Middle East in terms of Syria, Lebanon and Iraq, on the other. 

To depict these macro-regions as socially constructed is an academic luxury that we maybe 
can and should afford, but that does not take away the fact that area-specialist expertise is 
direly needed with respect precisely to what takes place in these geographical parts of the 
globe.#

Even if regions are socially constructed in the main, their location on the map undeniably 
tends to be rather stable, and the continued existence of such regions that are conflict-prone 
and clearly impact on international relations supports the case of maintaining a vital area 
studies tradition at our universities. Again, a brand-new generation of scholars cannot just be 
dreamed up in times of dire need.

#

Inventory of best practices

Many of those involved in area studies have been experiencing the joys of fruitful inter- and 
multi-disciplinary undertakings first hand, but have equally often, I believe, been frustrated 
with the difficulties in talking and communicating across disciplines (Brettell & Hollifield 
2008). What is needed locally as well on a more general scale is consistent work to chart out 
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the methodological pitfalls but also benefits of exercising inter- and multi-disciplinary 
research. 

What should researchers do, what should they refrain from doing, and what specific 
challenges do inter- and multidisciplinary area studies research entail? The methodological 
problems and prospects of area-studies research need to be brought into the open so that 
they can be visualized and thoroughly assessed. Cataloguing of best practices is a rather 
tiresome trend in social science jargon, but when it comes to the successful implementation 
of inter- and multidisciplinary research I believe that such a method would indeed be 
justified.

By way of example, my present home base, Malmö University, is a youngling university 
which prides itself of being a national pioneer in inter- and multi-disciplinary research. In 
such a setting there is a need to become more visible when it comes to disseminating 
experience and lessons learned about such research. 

What needs to be done is to recollect and assess concrete experiences and reformulate them 
into more general and practical propositions for research. These should be put on paper in 
e.g. textbooks, handbooks and methodological manuals for inter- and multidisciplinary 
studies.#The advice could often be quite hands-on and straightforward and concern such 
practical things as optimal size and composition of research groups, seminar structure, and 
the like.

At Leipzig University, a prominent effort is made in the writing up of a universal manual for 
regional studies. This handbook project is well under way to its completion, and will be an 
important milestone in area studies research (Troebst 2014). Slated to be completed in 2015, 
the project will hopefully be contributing to#resurrecting the reputation of area studies 
research by demonstrating that this field of research nowadays has as solid theoretical and 
methodological underpinnings as do traditional disciplinary-based research, only that it has 
some additional challenges to rise to.#The project is an important forerunner and should 
inspire similar projects to follow.

#

Haves and have-nots

Clearly, political priorities dictate the allocation of funds. In times of scarcity resources are, 
as it has always been the case, diverted into the areas that are considered most acute and 
pressing by the authorities.# Even if one can argue in favor of the continued or even increased 
importance of area studies in contemporary times, the economic preconditions are far from 
always there to back up such recognition. 

In the US there have recently been significant funding cuts in the US Department of 
Education’s Title VI program, which since the mid-1960s has supported language and area 
studies programs at the universities. For example, the US Federal Government budget for the 
fiscal year of 2011 reduced Title VI funding nationwide by 40 per cent (Rethinking Area/Asian 
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Studies 2012), and even further cuts are anticipated for 2016 (ASEEES 2015). The cuts seem to 
have been unequally distributed, though: whereas funding for Russian studies have been 
significantly reduced there are still relatively good funding opportunities for studies centered 
on China or the Middle East. 

In the UK, interdisciplinary research centers have been among those hit hard by the more 
intense scramble for scarce resources in the wake of the financial crisis in the EU, especially 
since such centers were disfavored by the fact that, as was referred to above, assessment 
panels were often manned according to principles of traditional disciplinary belonging.

Germany has set its priorities differently with regard to area studies. Substantial resources 
have in recent years being allocated to a number of centers of excellence in regional studies 
research. Support has been forthcoming from both federal and Länder levels of government 
(Middell 2013). 

Norway is another example of increased funding for area studies. Substantial Norwegian 
Research Council funding has during the last few years been made available for universities 
all across Norway through the ambitious NORRUSS research-funding program which is 
focused on Russian politics and society, especially with regard to security implications for 
the High North. The program seems indeed to be a powerful generator of competence in 
research on Russia on a nation-wide scale, not least promoting the growth of the next 
generation of area-studies scholars. 

Sweden can be said to have treaded a middle path. In the strategic research program 
launched and administered by the Swedish Research Council in 2009, social science and 
humanities research on Russia and the Middle East was identified by the government as one 
joint strategic research area together with the otherwise overwhelming majority of 
prioritized research areas within technology, engineering and medicine. 

As a consequence, two national university centers for regional research (Lund for studies on 
the Middle East and Uppsala for Russia) were given substantial#funding for a period of 
altogether ten years, with a mid-term evaluation due after five. In this manner, area research 
was basically locked in at two selected locations in Sweden, but it is doubtful whether the 
same dynamic effects can be achieved as in the Norwegian case. #

#

Concluding thoughts

Increased cooperation between traditional discipline practitioners and area-studies 
researchers would open up for creative syntheses (Acharya 2006: ii) which both sides would 
gain from. Society at large would also benefit as innovative insights are often gained in the 
border zones between and across the disciplinary realms. In order to achieve this, several 
obstacles need to be overcome.

On the whole and despite their troubled legacy, one can say that practitioners of area #studies 
are no longer as much frowned upon as they used to be. The Cold-War ideological 
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connotations have at least partly been overcome and the often previously neglected 
theoretical and methodological underpinnings of area studies have in many cases improved. 

Economically, the record is mixed and different countries seem to go in different directions 
when it comes to the funding of area studies research. In all honesty, however, the relative 
scarcity of funding for area studies research is probably no less severe than for social science 
and humanities research in general. #

With all this said there is a continued need for solutions that can meet the funding needs of 
multi-disciplinary research in general, and also better the preconditions for cooperation 
between area students and practitioners of research within the traditional disciplines. Such 
measures could include more directly ear-marked funding resources for area-based research 
on a multi-disciplinary basis. 

A hands-on measure would be to increase the influence of multi-disciplinary peer groups 
and review panels that prepare the funding decisions. Perhaps the most essential component 
would be continued communication and cooperation across the formerly so potent area 
studies/traditional discipline divides, through concrete research cooperation, joint 
publications, and the visiting of each other’s traditional conference outlets. 

Not least significant, the reading of and publishing in each other’s publications is an 
everyday academic practice that would bring tangible results in the long run.#

All in all, contemporary area studies have the potential to serve as a standard-bearer for the 
development of multi- and inter-disciplinary research endeavors within the social sciences. 
This could only be done in close interaction and dialogue with the traditional disciplines. 
However, there are still some stray border police out there. Don’t heed their calls. They are 
voices of the past and should rightly be treated as the anachronisms that they are.

Bo Petersson is Professor of Political Science & IMER (International Migration and Ethnic 
Relations) at the Faculty of Culture and Society, Malmö University, Sweden. "" 
bo.petersson@mah.se 
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Praise and Criticism of ‘We Don’t Do Area Studies’

(Critical Response to Bo Petersson’s “We Don’t Do Area Studies: Reflections on the 
Development of the Genre of Research from a Political Science Perspective”)

The author's criticism of the prejudices in political science against regional studies or so-
called Area-studies, related to misconceptions and undue attention to disciplinary borders 
(but also undeniably due to ideological tendencies in area studies like during the Cold War), 
I believe is generally valid and to the point. 

I also applaud the author's argument for greater attention in political science to what area 
specialists can contribute in understanding nationalism and related phenomena—and for 
more multidisciplinary research within and beyond political science, making maximum use 
of the multidisciplinary tendencies among area specialists to begin with. I consequently 
agree with the author's call to "boost the academic credentials of area studies, as well as 
indeed the practicing of cross-, inter- and multi-disciplinary research in general".

However, at times it is not clear whether or when the author talks about: 

a) interdisciplinary cooperation between political scientists and regional researchers; 

b) integration of area studies within political science or one of the latter's sub-disciplines 
(like international relations and/or comparative politics i.e. comparison of political systems); 

c) a multidisciplinary field covering (parts of) political science, sociology, anthropology and 
other social sciences and regional studies in general;

d) a cross-disciplinary field in the broader sense between the social sciences and humanities, 
which makes area-studies the glue that holds the elements from all the other disciplines 
together. 

In other words, the author seems to switch back and forth between levels a) to d) and back 
again, without necessarily or always explifying about which level he or she is talking about. 

In short, to me it is not fully evident what the author's priority or immediate goal is: a  
reformed political science that incorporates the insights and methodologies of regional 
studies, or a new, overarching Area-studies discipline that is the nucleus of multi- and cross-
disciplinary research not only in political science but also in the other social sciences (and 
humanities). Or does he or she wish to prioritize both goals in equal measure?

Finally, it is not really clear whether or to what extent the author voices a lone viewpoint 
even if citing Middell, Bates, Katzenstein and other scholars—or already represents a 
recognised if unnamed burgeoning (sub)field within and beyond political science, in 
Germany, Norway and perhaps other countries, that not only incorporates Area-studies, but 
effectively puts in on a pedestal.

- Anonymous
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Editorial Note

Bo Petersson has significantly modified and expanded his article in reponse to the two peer 
reviews (the second, more extensive peer review remains both anonymous and unpublished, 
in accordance with the reviewer’s wishes). Indeed, if authors of submitted manuscripts 
expressly wish so, they can read the anonymized reviews and adapt and improve their 
manuscripts accordingly. 

The Editorial Board normally honours such requests (as long as the adapted papers are 
resubmitted relatively quickly), even though such a procedure could make the published 
reviews as Critical Reponses somewhat outdated—a dilemma which we have pointed out 
more than once in editorial notes in the journal’s previous issues. 

Thus the first peer review published here as a Critical Response may be or seem a bit 
outdated on some of its remarks and observations, as this review concerns an earlier version 
of the article in question. Nevertheless we have placed this review in order to stimulate 
academic debate on the pros and cons of the (present) field of area studies. 

- Caspar ten Dam, Executive Editor

NB: do you have any comments on Bo Petersson’s article and/or the critical response? Please 
send these to info@ethnogeopolitics.org or post these on www.ethnogeopolitics.org.  
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Main Article

Non-proliferation of cyber weapons with a CBRN consequence
An exploratory analysis from an international-judicial perspective on 
cyber weapons with chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear 
consequences

Bas Wallage LL.B, Jeroen Slobbe M.Sc, and Stas Verberkt M.Sc

Introduction

Driven by the high dependence on digital networks, the threat of cyber weapons for society 
is serious. The Dutch government asked the Advisory Council on International Affairs 
(Adviesraad Internationale Vraagstukken, AIV) and the Advisory Committee on Issues of 
Public International Law (Commissie van Advies inzake Volkenrechtelijke Vraagstukken, CAVV) 
in 2010 to conduct research on this threat.1 Meanwhile, among others, the United States2 and 

South Korea3 have declared their intention to actively develop cyber weapons. 

Since the Stuxnet-virus in 2010 destroyed Iranian nuclear centrifuges, it has become clear 
that a cyber weapon is not just capable of shutting down a system or causing an explosion4, 
but potentially can have the effects of a weapon with a chemical, biological, radiological or 
nuclear (CBRN) consequence.

The public debate on cyber weapons and how these should be curbed politically has not yet 
come up with a broadly shared consensus, partly because the Internet is seen as terra nullius 
—a no man's land5—and because of the attribution problem.6 In this article the authors will 
describe the need for international agreements concerning cyber weapons with a CBRN 
consequence. The attribution problem is not further discussed in this article due to 
constraints in time and space and the overall goal of starting the discussion rather than 
solving the problem directly.

In this article, we define cyber weapons with a CBRN consequence as: cyber weapons 
capable of modifying the equipment or installation of a CBRN weapon or a CBRN 
installation, such that the control comes to lie partially or completely in the hands of the 
attacking state. This may for example concern a cyber weapon that disables the safety switch 
on storage tanks containing toxic materials for the production of CBRN weapons or gives an 
unauthorized instruction to attack the equipment of such materials.7 The article will further 
discuss and focus on cyber weapons with a CBRN consequence that are in the possession of 
a nation state.
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#The Digital Threat

The Dutch government acknowledges the threat of cyber weapons, but also indicates that 
the extent of the threat and the impact this may have on Dutch society remains yet 
unknown.8 Thus further research is of crucial importance, according to the Dutch 
government in 2011. After the Stuxnet-attack in 2010 against Iran’s nuclear centrifuges with as 
result the destruction of these centrifuges and therefore a significant delay in the Uranium 
enrichment program, it has become obvious to many that the impact of cyber weapons can 
be considerable.

At this time, the digital domain is heavily affected by offensive dominance.9 It is almost 
impossible to fully secure a digital or any other electronic network. For this reason, states 
may choose to develop possibilities of (counter-)attack. It is easier, faster and cheaper to 
attack a system than to protect it.10 This is partly, amongst other things, caused by the 
anonymity in which the attacker can prepare, who then can count on the advantage of 
surprise. Moreover, the monitoring on the use of cyber weapons is difficult, again due to the 
anonymity of the attacker and thus the lack of a clearly identifiable aggressor. 

Cyber weapons are comparatively easy to hide, in sharp contrast to traditional weapons with 
a CBRN consequence. For example, interballistic missiles with a nuclear consequence are 
large physical devices that emit radiation. Because some states focus on cyber counter-
attacks, and an international monitoring system of cyber weapons with a potential CBRN 
consequence is gravely lacking, it is vital that states start to form agreements regarding the 
use of and non-use of i.e. prohibitions against this type of cyber weapons.

#

The Stuxnet-attack

One of the most famous cyber weapons with a potential CBRN consequence is Stuxnet. One 
of the two variants of this virus was spread through a USB-stick and targeted industrial 
systems in Iran.11 After three years of investigation it became clear that this cyber weapon 
had had huge consequences. Given the scale and complexity of the attack, one suspects and 
expects a nation state as being responsible for the virus. The virus is in fact so complex that it 
must have been created by a group of consisting of multiple, various computer engineers 
over a number of years.12 Although unproven, researchers suspect the United States and 

Israel of developing the Stuxnet virus.13

Ralph Langner describes two Stuxnet attacks in his research on this virus. The first version of 
Stuxnet originates from 2007 and can be seen as one of the most aggressive known cyber 
weapon in history.14 This virus was used to disrupt Iran’s nuclear program. The first version of 

Stuxnet tried to take over the security system of the Natanz uranium reactor.15 

These reactors are operated primarily by Siemens S7-417 controllers, which control a group of 
164 centrifuges.16 The purpose of the virus was to cause irreparable damage to these 
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centrifuges.17 The virus made the end users believe that the system was functioning 

properly18. While the impact of this first attack is formally unknown, Iran’s former President 
Ahmadinejad of Iran has admitted that the reactors in Natanz were indeed been attacked by 
the Stuxnet virus.19

The second version of Stuxnet made sure that the systems of the Iran’s nuclear centrifuges 
were damaged by alternately shutting down and increasing the speed of rotation. Due to 
these differences in speed within a relatively short time period, the centrifuge can break 
down.20 This version also simultaneously sent false data to the control systems and displays. 
The virus probably has shut down the nuclear centrifuges in Iran for a period of time, thus 
stagnating the uranium enrichment production during that time.21

Langner said after his investigation that there has never been such a complex and precise 
cyber weapon developed and deployed before: “A computer virus that can cause damage in 
the physical world without any casualties. It's like turning up with a JSF jet fighter on a 
battlefield during the First World War.” 22 Langner is also of the opinion that the virus has not 
been created by private individuals.

Destroying the centrifuges has been a financial and political blow to Iran, but it has not 
resulted in an explosion. In 1982 a Trojan Horse virus in the Trans-Siberian gas pipeline 
resulted in a huge gas explosion.23 The consequences of such viruses (with a cyber to 
physical effect) can be immense. For this reason it is urgent that international agreements 
are made on the none-use of such cyber weapons.

#

Cyber Weapons with CBRN-consequence and Humanitarian Law

The reports of the Advisory Council (AIV) and Advisory Committee (CAVV) contain the 
proposal to consider the digital domain as the fifth dimension for military action, in addition 
to the traditional four dimensions—land, sea, air and space.24 Article 36 of the Additional 

Protocol (I) to the Geneva Conventions25 provides that when studying, developing, buying or 
commissioning a new weapon or way to conduct warfare, it must be determined whether the 
new weapon is in breach of any agreement under international law.

Arguably, the said Article 36 already partially limits the use of new cyber weapons with a 
CBRN consequence under existing agreements via its requirement to review the legality of 
such new weapons.26 Nuclear cyber weapons—e.g. cyber weapons that make use of nuclear 
installations or nuclear missiles to generate a nuclear consequence—could be governed 
under the Non-Proliferation Treaty27, which states that the signatory member states should 
not directly or indirectly transfer nuclear weapons or control over nuclear weapons to other 
states that at the time of the Convention’s ratification, January 1, 1967, were not in possession 
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of nuclear weapons. However, explicit agreements on cyber weapons with a CBRN 
consequence do not currently exist.28

#

The Necessity of International Agreements

Since many countries have an offensive strategy for the use of cyber weapons, it is important 
to make international agreements on the (non-)use of these weapons. At the G8 Summit in 
May 2011, the member states present expressed the belief that the Internet should be free as 
well as safe and secure.29 The question remains how one can guarantee this safety, given the 
choice for an offensive strategy by many countries and the lack of international regulation.

At present, there are almost no international standards of conduct on the use of cyber 
weapons. Still, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has stressed the importance of 
countries enhancing the protection of their systems in its Resolution 58/199.30 The provision 
in this UNGA resolution, however, do not supervise or tackle the use of cyber weapons with 
CBRN consequence by nation states.

Possession of cyber weapons with CBRN consequence will be hard to prove in practice. 
However, this also applies to the possession of traditional weapons with such a consequence. 
Surprise-site inspections would be feasible. Through increasing the right of inspection31 
enforced by the requirement to conclude Comprehensive Safeguards Agreements with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) on the peaceful, safe and secure use of 
expanding nuclear technology with the ability to provide assurance about not developing 
cyber weapons with a nuclear consequence, one would have a crucial means to monitor the 
development of this type of weapons. 

The advantage of this preventive agreement with respect to physical retaliation afterwards, is 
that the attribution problem becomes less relevant to international agreements to be made 
to govern the use and development of cyber weapons with a CBRN consequence.32

Nevertheless, the practical objections (for example the attribution problem) by the Dutch 
AIV and CAVV were sufficiently grave to advice that a treaty comparable to the non-
proliferation treaty would have no added value.33 On the other hand, one could argue that 
the use or at least development of traditional ´physical  ́ weapons by other countries can be 
equally hard to prove. Thus, a coalition of countries, including the Netherlands, intervened 
militarily in 2003 in Iraq because weapons of mass destruction supposedly were produced 
there. These weapons were never found and after subsequent investigation turned out to 
have never been present.34

The making of international agreements and the establishment of rules should ensure that 
countries agree on moral standards of behavior with each other on the use of cyber weapons. 
The implementation of these rules is then enforced by the international community. After 
drafting these rules, States Signatory Parties may seek affiliation to the International Court of 
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Justice or the Permanent Court of Arbitration so that disputes can be settled. This should 
create next to cyber regulation cyber law as well.

#

Conclusion

Given the developments in the digital domain, it is quite conceivable that states will wage 
war partially through the digital domain in the foreseeable future. In 2010 Iran suffered from 
the Stuxnet virus, which was able to destroy or at least severely damage or hamper its 
nuclear reactors. It was also found that some cyber weapons were and are able to cause an 
explosion in the physical world.

International agreements on traditional, physical weapons do exist, such as the Non-
Proliferation Treaty. Despite the encouraging example of Article 36 of the Additional 
Protocol (I) to the Geneva Conventions, there are still no international rules on the (non-)use 
of cyber weapons with plural CBRN consequences.

Although the enforcement of such rules would be challenging in practice, just like the 
enforcement of rules on the (non-)use of traditional weapons with a CBRN consequence, 
such international agreements are absolutely necessary. For if there are no such rules, 
standards, supervisions and laws, it remains unclear to nation-states whether and when the 
use of cyber weapons with a potential CBRN consequence is unacceptable.

Jeroen Slobbe ( jeroen.slobbe@gmail.com) and Stas Verberkt (stas@verberkt.net) are 
information security consultants. Bas Wallage (baswallage@hotmail.com) is a master student of 
Law at the University of Leiden, the Netherlands. The authors thank Prof. Dr. L. van den Herik, 
Prof. mr. dr. M. Hildebrandt, Prof. Dr. Ph. Wallage and mr A. Altena for their advice and 
suggestions.
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NB: do you have any comments on Bas Wallage et al.‘s article? Please send these to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at http://www.ethnogeopolitics.org.

Criticism of the paper’s definition and framework of ‘digital weapons of 
mass destruction’

(Critical Response to Bas Wallage et al.’s “Non-proliferation of cyber weapons with a 
CBRN consequence”)

My first and foremost concern is the use of the term “cyber weapons of mass destruction”. It 
would be more logical to address cyber weapons as such; and in this specific case, to address 
the use of cyber weapons against CBRN weapons/systems/facilities/etcetera, rather than to 
address “cyber weapons of mass destruction”. The latter term does not exist in international 
law and other international sources; and I believe it is the result of a confusion in the article 
about the various ways to categorise weapons. 

The two main approaches to categorise weapons are: the intended use (purpose) of a 
weapon; and the effects of a weapon. The approaches are, however, not mutually exclusive. 
For certain weapons the differences between their intended use (purpose) and effects 
remain ambiguous and contextual—for example white phosphor, which can be used legally 
for the purpose of creating a smokescreen as an operational cover for combatants; but it can 
also be used illegally as an incendiary weapon against non-combatants and other persons.

Such dilemmas, however, do not yet arise with cyber weapons. Here the questions are much 
more basic, and thereby, also more fundamental. What characterises cyber weapons is that 
they operate within the cyber environment and they can produce effects in the (i) digital and 
(ii) physical world.

(i)! With respect to effects in the digital world, there is a legal/philosophical discussion 
about what amounts to an attack, within the legal meaning, if this takes place entirely within 
the digital environment. 

(ii)! With respect to effects in the physical world, there are many discussions, and one of 
them concerns the use of such tools to disrupt our environment. 

In the latter hypothetical situation, these cyber weapons are sometimes called weapons of 
mass disruption and it is in that situation that there is serious concern about the implications 
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of the use of these weapons against CBRN facilities, equipment, devices, materials, etcetera. 
This creates an entire new dimension of insecurity. 

It is clear, however, that cyber weapons are not per definition CBRN weapons since they do 
not produce CBRN effects on their own (such a broad interpretation could lead to a similar 
logic that TNT, and practically any other explosive, is in essence a chemical weapon because 
of the use of chemicals to produce an explosion; such broad way of interpreting the nature 
and effects of a weapon would clearly not be supported by most States). 

With respect to international law, the Article 36 of the Additional Protocol (I) to the Geneva 
Conventions does not per definition limit cyber weapons. It establishes an obligation for 
States Parties to review the legality of the weapons (and means and methods of warfare) that 
States Parties acquire or adopt. Since it leaves discretion to States Parties, and in the absence 
of any multilateral treaty restricting cyber weapons, it remains premature to state anything 
definitive on the legality of cyber weapons. Furthermore, the relevance of the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty is not clear and in fact highly doubtful; especially when considering the 
problems, if not impossibility, of qualifying a cyber weapon as a nuclear weapon. 

Finally the article describes, as in the media, the Stuxnet “attack” against Iran. While in the 
ordinary daily meaning this description may resonate with people’s imagination, within the 
legal context there is serious doubt whether the Stuxnet event can be qualified as an “attack”. 
This is for the reason that the term attack in international law has specific meanings, both 
within the context of collective security law (jus ad bellum) and the law of armed conflict (jus 
in bello); and that these meanings are definitely much more restrictive than the broad 
meaning used by media.

- Anonymous

Editorial Note

The current published version of the article in question has incorporated most of the 
practical suggestions and textual improvements offered by the anonymous peer review 
(these are not shown in the latter’s published version, the Critical Response). However, the 
authors have decided to maintain their article’s conceptual approach and framework. 

The Editorial Board has decided to publish the article despite the reviewer’s farreaching 
criticism, as we consider it of sufficient quality and interest to the reader. This decision was 
helped by the fact that the authors have consulted several senior scholars for their paper.

Naturally, we welcome additional reviews on this paper that can be published as Critical 
Responses in a future issue of our journal, with a Reply from the authors if they wish so.

- Caspar ten Dam, Executive Editor
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Thinking the Unthinkable: Coming to Grips with the Survival of the 
Islamic State

James M. Dorsey

Abstract     Well over a year after a US-led coalition launched air strikes and increased support 
of Iraqi and Kurdish military forces in a bid to degrade and destroy the Islamic State (IS), the 
jihadist group that has built a pariah state in a swath of Syria and Iraq has demonstrated 
resilience despite a mix of significant victories and defeats. The limited impact of the airstrikes 
and Iraqi ground operations raises the spectre of a longer term existence of a disruptive entity in 
the heartland of the Middle East and the question of how the international community will deal 
with it in the absence of the political will to employ the kind of force that could potentially 
destroy it. It also raises questions about whether all members of the coalition are towing the 
same line. Thus evidence mounts that IS is as much a product of a successful Saudi-led 
counterrevolution in the Middle East and North Africa that was intended to roll back the gains of 
popular revolts that swept the region in 2011, as it was a tool in the kingdom’s 36-year old war 
against revolutionary Iran that gathered pace as the contours of a resolution of the Iranian 
nuclear crisis became clear.

‘The king is dead, long live the king’

Reports that self-declared caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of the Islamic State (IS), 
was seriously wounded in a coalition strike in early 2015 has done little to weaken the group 
as it fights multiple battles in Iraq and Syria. The Islamic State, despite news reports that Al-
Baghdadi was paralyzed in the attack, has stood its ground in Syria, made advances in Iraq, 
and according to some Iraqi lawmakers as well as the group’s captured Baghdad bomb 
maker, infiltrated Baghdad that is regularly rocked by bombings.1 A photo picturing Al-
Baghdadi sitting knees crossed that was published by a Kurdish news agency in mid-July 
suggested that reports that he had been injured were false or that he had since recovered.2 
CNN’s Pentagon correspondent Barbara Starr at the same time quoted US officials as saying 
that Al-Baghdadi had been sighted in June in the Syrian city of Raqqa.3 #####

Al-Baghdadi’s resilience is emblematic of the group’s ability to survive significant military 
pressure rather than collapse under its own weight, as it licks its wounds in an environment 
in which the attitudes of some of the United States’ closest allies towards militant Islamist 
militias, including some associated with Al Qaeda, are ambivalent and in flux. A continued 
willingness to forge tactical alliances with groups considered by not only the West but also 
other major powers like China and Russia beyond the pale, coupled with IS’s resilience, 
raises the spectre of jihadist groups becoming a more permanent fixture on the Middle East’s 
political landscape.
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The IS leader’s resilience is also a reflection of the murky, shifting politics of Saudi-led Gulf 
support of jihadist groups, including IS, despite the obvious danger of backlash as is evident 
in IS’s declared targeting of the kingdom as well as the Al Qaeda attacks in Saudi Arabia in 
the very first years of the 21st century,4 and more recent IS attacks on Shiite mosques in the 

kingdom and Kuwait and on Saudi security personnel.5

In a speech in 2014, former head of the British Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, Sir Richard 
Dearlove, recalled Prince Bandar bin Sultan, once the powerful Saudi ambassador in 
Washington DC and former head of Saudi intelligence, warning him more than a decade ago 
that “the time is not far off in the Middle East, Richard, when it will be literally ‘God help the 
Shia’. More than a billion Sunnis have simply had enough of them.” 6 

Dearlove left little doubt that Gulf states had contributed to the rise of IS as part of their bid 
to not only to counter Iran but to force the demise of Syrian president Bashar al Assad, “Such 
things simply do not happen spontaneously,” Dearlove noted. He said, referring to the 
kingdom’s austere interpretation of Islam, that Saudi strategic thinking was rooted in deep-
seated beliefs that that there “can be no legitimate or admissible challenge to the Islamic 
purity of their Wahhabi credentials as guardians of Islam's holiest shrines.” Dearlove argued 
further that Saudi leaders were convinced that they possessed a monopoly on interpretation 
of Islam that leads them to be “deeply attracted towards any militancy which can effectively 
challenge Shiadom.” 7

Scholar Madawi al-Rasheed took Dearlove’s comments a step further, noting that attacks on 
Shiite mosques in 2015 in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia had been perpetrated by Saudi nationals. 

“Such terrorism is not an export from the Levant to Saudi Arabia and its neighbours, but 
rather the return to its historical home of an indigenous trend of political violence. The 
justification for such sectarian terror was established in Saudi Arabia, where it has its 
ideological roots and has since seized the imagination of a new generation. It is thus 
unsurprising that the perpetrators were Saudis. ISIS is not simply a problem unfolding in the 
Levant but is in part an outcome of religious indoctrination and political conditions in Saudi 
Arabia… There is no doubt that hate preachers are an entrenched reality in Saudi Arabia. 
This is not a new phenomenon that was initiated by ISIS but is an important cornerstone of 
the Saudi-Wahhabi religious tradition. It flourished in the eighteenth century and continues 
to inflame the imagination of a wide circle of clerics and their followers today,” Al-Rasheed 
argued.8

Dearlove and Al-Rasheed’s comments on Saudi and Gulf ambivalence in the fight against IS 
by implication pointed to other equally fundamental factors that shape attitudes in the Saudi 
kingdom and other regional sheikhdoms. Leaving aside the merits of foreign intervention, 
the refusal of Saudi Arabia and other regional players with the exception of Iran to commit 
ground forces to the fight against IS highlights how the kingdom is blinded by a sectarian 
approach to a legitimate struggle for power. 
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Committing ground troops would mean Saudi troops fighting alongside the Iraqi military 
and Shiite militias that both answer to a Shiite government in Baghdad—a heresy in a Saudi 
world view that despite the arrest of hundreds of alleged IS operators in the kingdom sees 
Iran rather than IS as the greater threat to Saudi national security. In fact, if national security 
is defined as survival of the Saudi regime, both IS and Iran pose a mortal threat. Both 
challenge the Saudi claim as the Custodian of the Holy Cities, Mecca and Medina, to have 
developed the one and only legitimate form of Islamic rule. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran’s challenge is multi-fold: a republic rather than a monarchy 
established as the result of a truly popular revolt and legitimized by an institutionalized, 
albeit flawed, electoral process, that propagates a revolutionary instead of a status quo 
approach to geopolitics. For its part, IS’s declaration of a caliphate by implication dismisses 
the Islamic credentials of Saudi rulers and propagates political activism and jihadism rather 
than the kingdom’s adherence to quietist Sunni precepts of obedience to the ruler.

Moreover, Gulf engagement with jihadist groups was further part of what international 
relations scholars Bulent Aras and Richard Falk described as authoritarian leaders’ “learning 
process” in their desperate need “to develop new strategies…(and) cope successfully with 
recent geopolitical challenges,” making use “of concrete geopolitical reasoning to shape a 
problem-solving agenda designed to facilitate authoritarian survival.” Aras and Falk argued 
that the popular revolts had rewritten the political geography of the Middle East and North 
Africa with “the erosion of regional structures, alienation of non-Arab elements, 
empowerment of non-state actors and reproduction of old problems in a new context.” 9 

IS in particular, by challenging the notion that political conflict occurred exclusively within 
the boundaries of or between sovereign nation states, has called into question the regional 
order in the Middle East and North Africa. “New territorial entities are surfacing on the 
periphery of regional geopolitics…(that are)…directly challenging the stability of central 
powers acting within this regional system,” Aras and Falk said.10

In effect, IS, with its roots in the Islamic State of Iraq founded more than a decade ago by 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, is not simply a product of the United States’ ill-conceived invasion of 
Iraq but more importantly a manifestation of a fundamental crisis of Sunni Arab politics. 

IS is “a true and genuine product of the current reality and is objectively indicative of the 
extent to which political, moral, cultural, and social conditions (in the Middle East and North 
Africa) have deteriorated… It as an ‘entity’ alien to the outcomes and consequences of 
corrupt authoritarian regimes, on the one hand, and deteriorating social contexts, on the 
other hand. These malaises are further exacerbated by the stagnation and defects of the 
intellectual and jurisprudential systems in the region as a whole… (It) is an expected product 
of the current Arab social and political reality, particularly in Iraq and Syria. IS has re-
emerged and found a fertile chaotic climate, where sectarian and ethnic conflicts are raging, 
and the nature of the struggle has transformed into an identity-driven one, turning political 
processes into societal conflicts, rather than purely political or partisan competition,” 
concluded scholars Hasan Abu Hanieh and Mohammed Abu Rumman in a study of IS.11 
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Playing jihadists

The most recent IS attacks and Al-Baghdadi’s declaration of the caliphate, a direct challenge 
to the fundamental precepts of the Saudi kingdom, have recently swung the Saudi pendulum 
back to jihadist groups opposed to the Islamic State with Jabhat al Nusra, an Al Qaeda 
affiliate, in the forefront. Nusra and its allied have made significant advances in Syria and put 
the Assad regime on the defensive. Saudi Arabia, other Gulf states and Turkey appear willing 
to grant support despite the failure of Qatari efforts to persuade Nusra to break its ties to Al 
Qaeda.12

A flurry of meetings of various rebel groups; the recent dissolution of the Levant Front, the 
largest rebel alliance in Aleppo;13 the unexpected presence of the leader of the Saudi-backed 
Islam Army that operates out of Damascus, Zahran Alloush, at a recent gathering of Syrian 
clerics and rebel groups in Istanbul;14  and talk of Saudi efforts to bring rebel groups together 
in Riyadh to discuss the creation of some kind of representative political entity, suggests 
stepped-up Saudi, Turkish and Qatari efforts to turn the tide in Syria’s four year-old civil war. 

15

Jamal Khashoggi, a well-connected Saudi journalist quipped in a recent tweet that Alloush’s 
visit “to Turkey removes the last obstacle for Saudi-Turkish-Qatar cooperation in Syria.” 16 
Alloush’s cousin, a leader of the Revolutionary Command Council, an insurgent alliance that 
includes the Islam Army, added that Turkey was seeking to unite rebel groups across Syria.17

The Saudi-led efforts to defeat Assad involve playing jihadist groups against one another, a 
risky strategy that irrespective of the outcome of internecine jihadist struggle would ensure 
that jihadism remains deeply entrenched within the legal boundaries of Syria. It also means 
that IS, widely viewed as the world’s richest jihadist group despite reduced revenue streams 
(as a result of curtailing by the US-led coalition) of income from the sale of oil from captured 
Syrian and Iraqi oil facilities and diminished ransom returns from kidnappings, is likely to be 
a major player.

IS is aided by the fact that confrontation of the jihadist group does not constitute the top 
priority of any of the forces arrayed against it. “None of its enemies considers defeating ISIL 
to be its paramount priority. All…have at least one other enemy or goal that it firmly believes 
is more important. Hence a band of terrorist maniacs—who seem almost as suicidal as they 
are homicidal—is surviving armed conflict with everyone else simultaneously. The 
prioritising of something or someone else constantly holds these parties back from fully 
attacking ISIL or provides it with some kind of backdoor out of calamity,” argued Gulf scholar 
Hussein Ibish.18

Lebanon’s Shiite militia Hezbollah needs to take its position at home into account and keep 
an eye on Israel with pundits predicting that another war with the Jewish state is inevitable; 
Iraq needs to get its own house in order before being able to focus all its energies on IS; 
Jordan is struggling economically as a result of the influx of Syrian and Iraqi refugees and is 
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dealing with fallout of the Palestinian issue; Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states are fighting a 
troublesome war in Yemen; Syrian president Bashar al-Assad is happy to see the US-led 
coalition do its dirty work while he concentrates on confronting other Syrian rebels; and 
Iraqi and Syrian Kurdish rebels are seeking to strengthen enclaves of their own as Turkey 
targets primarily the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) rather than IS.

Recent IS attacks in Gulf states like the mosque bombings in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia should 
make confronting the group a higher priority for the conservative sheikhdoms. Successfully 
challenging IS would however have to entail a fundamental change of policy that alongside 
counterterrorism would allow Gulf autocrats primarily in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain to 
launch a sincere dialogues with citizens of different religious beliefs and adopt inclusive 
policies that no longer marginalize Shiite communities. No Gulf state appears willing to 
embrace the kind of reforms that would be needed to confront IS on levels more effective 
than the military battlefield.

In that void, IS has the space to entrench itself and carry out well-prepared plans for the 
creation of a revolutionary state. A cache of documents belonging to one of the architects of 
IS that were obtained by German magazine Der Spiegel illustrates how a former Iraqi 
Baathist military officer designed in neat diagrams the structure of a future Islamic state 
divided into provincial councils that are dominated by intelligence and security services.19

The plan involved the provision of financial service and the operation of schools, day care 
centres, media and public transportation. It envisioned a state and institutions that has the 
making of sociologist Ervin Goffman’s concept of a ‘total institution’ in which 

“all aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under the same single authority…, 
each phase of the member's daily activity will be carried out in the immediate company of a 
large batch of others, all of whom are treated alike and required to do the same thing 
together… all phases of the day's activities are tightly scheduled, with one activity leading at 
a prearranged time into the next, the whole circle of activities being imposed from above 
through a system of explicit formal rulings and a body of officials… (and) the contents of the 
various enforced activities are brought together as parts of a single overall rational plan 
purportedly designed to fulfil the official aims of the institution.” 20

Der Spiegel’s analysis of the cache of documents concluded that “it is true that jihadist 
experiments in ruling a specific geographical area have failed in the past. Mostly, though, 
that was because of their lack of knowledge regarding how to administer a region, or even a 
state. That is exactly the weakness that IS strategists have long been aware of—and 
eliminated. Within the ‘Caliphate,’ those in power have constructed a regime that is more 
stable and more flexible than it appears from the outside… Within IS, there are state 
structures, bureaucracy and authorities.” 21

An Al Jazeera Center for Studies analysis of IS’s state structure mapped its government as 
being made up of councils, including the advisory Shura Council that in theory has the 
power to depose the caliph, but in practice makes recommendations for senior 
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appointments and offers non-binding advice on issues of war and peace and day-to-day 
issues that are not explicitly covered by the Quran or the Sunnah, teachings, deeds and 
sayings of the Prophet Mohammed. Ahl al-Hal wal Aqd (Those Who Loosen and Bind), the 
equivalent of a parliament that is rooted in Islamic jurisprudence and includes members of 
the Shura Council as well as local leaders, was the institution that appointed Al-Baghdadi as 
caliph. Other councils provide Islamic guidance, operate the judiciary, oversee media policy, 
manage finance and budgets, supervise the military, oversee security and intelligence, and 
administer IS’s provinces.22

Some Iraqi officials believe nonetheless that the Baathist contingent in IS’s power structure 
could also prove to be the group’s Achilles Heel. The officials argue that the jihadists had 
dashed Baathist hopes that they would be the dominant force and instead have exploited the 
skills of the former officers and officials of the regime of Saddam Hussein for their own 
purposes. “The plan of the former Baathists was to use ISIS as a Trojan horse to derail the 
political process and to take over. But in the end, it is ISIS that used them instead,” Maj. Gen. 
Tariq al-Asal, a senior Iraqi Interior Ministry officer and the former police chief for the 
overwhelmingly Sunni Anbar province, told The Wall Street Journal.23

The officials point to signs of divergence between the Baathists and the jihadists, including a 
number of statements by one, major group of Baathist insurgents, Jaish Rij#l a$-%ar&qa an-
Naqshabandiya (The Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Order)# founded by Izzat Ibrahim 
al-Douri, who was reportedly killed by Iraqi troops in April 2015.24 As Saddam’s right hand, 
Al-Douri had been responsible under the former Iraqi leader for forging ties with militant 
Islamist groups.

Nonetheless, by linking the name of his group of insurgents to a Sufi order, Al-Douri was 
putting on public display the differences between the Baathists and the jihadists with their 
austere interpretation of Islam. The group condemned in February 2015 the burning alive by 
IS of a captured Jordanian pilot and has taken issue with the group’s destruction of religion 
and heritage sites and persecution of minorities. It also paid condolences for the death of 
Saudi King Abdullah and congratulated King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, a sworn enemy 
of IS, on his ascension.25

Talking the talk, walking the walk

Visits to Lebanon by Syrian residents of IS-controlled territory highlight problems in how the 
international community copes with an entity that holds out the prospect of longevity 
despite being a pariah and under continuous military, economic, and political attack. The 
visitors, often in Lebanon to visit family, are frequently stopped by security forces on 
suspicion of being jihadist operatives because they carry identity cards issued to every 
resident by IS. The visitors are caught in a bind, being unable to travel in or out of the Islamic 
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State without those identity cards.26 Similarly, IS’s neighbours have turned a blind eye to 

smuggling that contributes significantly to its income stream.27

“IS has done what others talked of. It has an army comprising highly equipped regular forces 
as well as guerrilla forces, it controls a large territory, it has an oil industry, it has a tax system, 
it has a system of local government and a system of justice. It fights like a state, it sees like a 
state and it punishes like a state. It carries conviction and meets with belief. It doesn’t care 
that it horrifies us; it knows that millions of Muslims have been horrified by what our 
governments have been doing to them,” said Middle East historian Hugh Roberts.28

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights reported that IS had introduced the licensing of 
Internet cafes and ordered them to ensure that their wireless was only available in the 
confines of their premise rather than also to their neighbours in an effort to control access to 
information.29

IS has proven capable of institutionalizing taxation and levies and administering Sharia’a 
justice. Absentee landlords who receive rents from property owned in IS-controlled territory 
report that they receive payments with officially documented taxes deducted by the group’s 
administration.30 

IS has further fixed power lines, dug sewage systems and painted sidewalks in northern Syria. 
It enforces food security controls, searching markets for expired food and sick animals. It 
runs a regular bus service across what was once the border between Syria and Iraq and 
recently reopened a luxury hotel in Mosul. Newlyweds were offered a free three-night stay, 
meals and all. It has advised wounded residents that they no longer need to travel to Turkey 
to acquire prosthetic limbs because they are now produced domestically in the Islamic State. 

In doing so, IS offers a semblance of order, albeit a harsh one, in a region that has succumbed 
to mayhem and bitter sectarian warfare.31 “It is not our life, all the violence and fighting and 

death. But they got rid of the tyranny of the Arab rulers,” said a worker and IS resident.32

Perhaps, more fundamentally, IS has focused on shaping its next generation through 
education in a model that is not dissimilar to the system implemented in the 1970s by the 
Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia that saw children as less corrupted by bourgeois values 
and more able of adopting its system of values. To that affect, teachers in IS-controlled 
territory are forced to sign statements of repentance, retrained and indoctrinated; foreign 
fighters are recruited as instructors; and curriculums have been rewritten. Music, art, science, 
biology, history, philosophy and sports have been replaced with Islamic studies, 
mathematics, Arabic and physical and military training. Boys and girls, who are obliged to 
wear a hijab from the age of six, are segregated.33

IS’s jihadist ideology and military training is at the core of the Islamic State’s education 
system. The product is frequently on display in IS video clips that show children cheering IS 
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forces, attending executions, training to fight, and learning how to use automatic weapons in 
ambushes and plant an improvised explosive device (IED).

“They are giving them lessons in jihad. It was brainwashing. They were teaching the children 
to rebel and inform against their parents, telling them to put Islam first and encouraging 
them to disobey their parents as blasphemers… This generation has no culture, no 
education, no future,” said Wissam, a Syrian who fled to Turkey from Raqqa.34

Wissam was echoing conclusions of a United Nations report that noted that “ISIS prioritises 
children as a vehicle for ensuring long-term loyalty, adherence to their ideology and a cadre 
of devoted fighters that will see violence as a way of life.” The report said some schools had 
been turned into training camps. “In Raqqa city, children are gathered for screenings of 
videos depicting mass executions of Government soldiers, desensitizing them to extreme 
violence. By using, conscripting and enlisting children for active combat roles, the group is 
perpetrating abuses and war crimes on a massive scale in a systematic and organised 
manner,” the report said.35

In focusing on education, IS is following in the footsteps of newly independent states that 
after throwing off the shackles of colonialism needed a new national narrative that 
countered the allegedly civilizing mission of the former colonial power, introduced an 
element of heroism as part of the development of a national identity and vision, and allowed 
the new rulers to consolidate power. 

IS’s narrative is articulated, according to scholar Laurie A. Brand,36#in its educational 
curriculum directive that replaces Syria’s official designation as the Syrian Arab Republic 
with the Islamic State and bans the Syrian national anthem. Concepts of patriotism and 
Arab nationalism make way for adherence to Islam, the community of the faithful, strict 
monotheism and Muslim land on which God’s path governs. Homeland is God’s rather than 
that of its inhabitants.

With institutionalization, IS has put in place the building blocks it needed to obtain at least 
the consent, if not the support, of significant segments of the population it controls, 
including the ability to establish order in areas where anarchy disrupted livelihoods, police a 
territory effectively and identify and punish distractors and reward supporters, and govern 
and supply the local population with public goods and governance.37

“ISIS has the capacity to deploy an organization staffed by motivated cadres, and this goes a 
long way toward explaining its success and its ability to prevail over its more fragmented 
rivals… Like other revolutionary groups in the past, ISIS (IS’s past designation that was 
changed in June 2014 with the declaration of the caliphate) has profited handsomely from 
the infusion of foreign fighters in its ranks, a feature of rebel groups that have had the 
capacity to rely on a diffuse transnational social movement. However, the strength of ISIS 
cannot be reduced to the contribution of foreign fighters, who remain primarily in the 
organization’s lower ranks, but instead is derived in part from its ability to link up with the 
population, once it becomes its de facto ruler,” noted political scientist Stathis N. Kalyvas.38
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Kalyas’ assertion appeared to be borne out by a resident of Raqqa, the IS capital, who 
referring to IS’s ability to provide security and albeit unevenly ban corruption, told The New 
York Times that “you can travel from Raqqa to Mosul and no one will dare to stop you even if 
you carry $1 million. No one would dare to take even one dollar.” Added an antiques dealer 
who fled Raqqa: “Honestly, both are dirty, the (Syrian) regime and Daesh,” But IS “is more 
acceptable here in Raqqa.” Much like the harsh order imposed by the Taliban in Afghanistan 
in the 1990s, the dealer argued that IS was “implementing God’s regulations. The killer is 
killed. The adulterer is stoned. The thief ’s hands are cut.”39

Institutionalization in territories controlled by IS, coupled with the group’s battlefield 
resilience and the fact that the state’s neighbours are forced to deal with the reality of its 
existence as evidenced by the problems posed by travellers, suggests the irredentist entity is 
a fixture that is not about to be vanquished. 

The entity’s continued existence calls into question the goal of the US-led alliance 
announced with the launch in 2014 of airstrikes of degrading and destroying the Islamic 
State. It also punctures the notion that Iraq and Syria can be restored as nation states in their 
status ante quo. The US effort to definitively defeat IS are further undermined by the fact that 
allies like Iraq and Saudi Arabia represent models of governance that have failed to deliver 
and have fuelled the proliferation of Sunni jihadist sympathies.

“It’s time to ponder a troubling possibility: What should we do if the Islamic State wins?... #An 
Islamic State victory would mean that the group retained power in the areas it now controls 
and successfully defied outside efforts to ‘degrade and destroy’ it… (Political scientist Barry 
R.) Posen says that the United States (as well as others) should deal with the Islamic State the 
same way it has dealt with other revolutionary state-building movements: with a policy of 
containment. I agree,” said international relations scholar Stephen M. Walt.40

Ineffective wars

Underlying the debate between realists like Posen and Walt who root their argument in the 
alliance’s unwillingness to commit ground troops to the fight, the inherent weakness of the 
Iraqi armed forces and past experience of revolutionary states like the Soviet Union, China, 
and most recently Iran—all states that were initially ostracized but ultimately integrated 
into the international community—and proponents of a military-focused approach is a 
straight forward question: What constitutes the greatest threat to regional and international 
stability, IS’s disruptive expansionary goals or its ideology? Is the confrontation with IS 
primarily a war in the traditional sense of the word or a war of ideas?

Lawrence Rubin argues in a book published in 2014 that transnational ideologies present a 
greater and more immediate national security threat than shifts in the military balance of 
power.41 “An internationally recognized Islamic State would create an ideational security 
dilemma with its neighbours in which ideological power, not military power, would be the 
primary trigger of threat perception and policy. Even if IS did want to become a legitimate 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.2 Autumn 2015 

67



state, the internal threat it poses through the potential recruitment and mobilization of the 
citizens of Sunni Arab states would make its socialization within the Middle Eastern order 
extremely difficult and unlikely,” Rubin wrote.42

The problem with the debate is that it focusses on the nature of the threat and ways to 
neutralize it, rather than on what has sparked not only an immediate threat but one that has 
been emerging and mushrooming over a period of decades. The debate ignores the fact that 
radicalization is being fuelled by misguided foreign policies and diplomacy as well as 
repressive, exclusionary domestic strategies that produced social marginalization, huge gaps 
in income distribution and dislocation of resources in corrupt autocracies with youth bulges 
that populate a swath of land stretching from the Atlantic coast of Africa to the Indian 
Ocean. It also ignores the fact that IS is equally a product of an epic power struggle in the 
Middle East and North Africa being waged by some of the closest allies of the US in its 
campaign to defeat the group.

At the bottom line, neither military action nor intellectual engagement is likely to defeat IS 
without a questioning of the notion that autocracies, irrespective of their ability to provide 
goods and services and ensure that citizens regardless of ethnicity or faith have a stake in 
society, either guarantee stability in the Middle East and North Africa or are the better of two 
evils. Policy and academic debate has seemingly chucked aside the realization in 2011 that 
governments, analysts and pundits were caught off guard by a wave of mass anti-government 
protests and popular revolts because of a false belief that the region was characterized by 
popular apathy in the face of strong regimes.

Retrograde forces lead transition

If anything, IS, despite its unprecedented brutality and intolerant ideology, suggests a 
radicalization of what initially were peaceful attempts at regime change as a result of 
counterrevolutionary policies by autocrats who are equally brutal in their repression of 
dissent and no less willing to risk the region being engulfed in sectarian strife in their bid to 
retain absolute power. The brutal suppression with the help of Saudi troops of an initially 
non-confessional popular revolt in Bahrain in 2011 and the Assad regime’s violent forcing of 
the transition of peaceful anti-government protest into bloody civil war are prime examples.

Developments in the region suggest that rather than approaching the Middle East and North 
Africa in terms of an Arab Spring that has transformed into an Arab Winter, there is a need to 
recognize that the region remains in transition, albeit one that is messy, ugly and bloody as 
much because of retrograde forces like IS that have taken the lead in response to 
counterrevolutionary forces determined to avert change at whatever cost.

As a result, a defeat of IS with or without a bringing in from the cold of Jabhat al Nusra would 
do little to halt radicalization or prevent the emergence of a yet more extreme group in much 
the same way that IS eclipsed Al Qaeda. Containing IS rather than seeking to defeat it may be 
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riskier in the short-term and involve a far greater effort to achieve real change but is likelier 
to produce greater and more sustainable stability in the middle and long-term.

In many ways, containment would build on key lessons learnt from confrontation with 
politically violent groups, particularly religiously motivated ones, such as Lebanon's 
Hezbollah, Palestine's Hamas, Pakistan's Lashkar e-Taibe and Afghanistan’s Taliban. By 
creating a state, IS has taken the success formula of militant politicized religious groups—
the provision of social services, education, health, and enforcement of law and order—to 
new heights.

Proponents of containment note that some two decades of military efforts to defeat jihadism 
has failed to dampen the ideology’s appeal and has probably enhanced the ability of militant 
Islamist groups to recruit. “Case studies from Algeria and lessons learned from the Cold War 
suggest that if the strategic goal truly is the complete defeat of IS, success will likely come 
more from IS internal failings rather than external military force,” said Middle East scholar 
Clint Watts.43

Containment’s success depends however on significant segments of IS’s population not only 
becoming disillusioned with the group’s ideology and practices but also being offered 
credible alternatives. That again would have to involve fundamental change in countries 
across the Middle East that have joined forces against IS. Essentially arguing in that vein, 
scholar Marc Lynch warned that defeated insurgencies and movements “often rise from the 
ashes even stronger and better adapted than before.” Lynch pointed to the resurgence of Al 
Qaeda after its 2001 defeat in Afghanistan and IS itself after having suffered significant 
setbacks in Iraq in the years between 2007 and 2010.44

Shared strategies

In a 2009 study, Eli Berman, a former member of the Israeli military's elite Golani brigade-
turned-University of California economist, argued that it was not religion that turned the 
likes of Hezbollah and Hamas into some of the world’s most lethal and seemingly sustainable 
militant groups, but their creation of a mutual aid environment that limits the ability of 
those under their control to seek economic and social opportunities elsewhere.45

IS fits Berman’s definition of such militant groups as economic clubs that cater to the 
spiritual and material needs of their dependent members. It is a lesson that has seeped into 
the doctrine of counter terrorism and counter insurgency hearts-and-minds strategy but 
appears to be have been lost in the debate between realists and those that put the emphasis 
on the war of ideas.

As a result, in a twist of irony, IS and the US military have adopted similar approaches, which 
involve a “clear, hold, build” strategy that is dependent on the buy-in of a local population. IS 
focuses on resource-rich areas and urban centres where it can impose taxation and 
introduce a governance structure that excludes its Islamist competitors. “The provision of 
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services is a key tool through which IS initially appeals to people in its area of command, and 
it has sometimes dismantled existing institutions and sought to implement its own state 
structure by establishing courts, police and schools and imposing sharia law… IS sometimes 
appropriates schools and other institutions, giving those working within them the ‘option’ of 
keeping their positions, but under its control,” noted Middle East analyst Lina Khatib.46

In doing so, IS relies on the fact that security and safety in war-battered Syria is a more 
important concern than democracy and liberal freedom. Its continued sway is enforced by 
intimidating brutality in an environment where resistance is barely an option.47

Exclusively military-focused efforts like initiatives to confront IS on the battlefield of ideas 
fail to take IS strategy into account to weaken the ability of the group’s opponents to exploit 
its weaknesses. This failure increase the likelihood of IS’s state becoming a more permanent 
fixture. These efforts neither address the fact that popular support for IS is less ideological 
and more because its residents either do not have alternatives or see it as the best of a set of 
bad options. Still, there is growing discontent with public brutality and a governance system 
that remains in flux and contradictory as it develops; differences within the administrative 
and military ranks of IS as a result of ideological fluidity; resentment against the 
undermining of tribal authority; and complaints about favouritism accorded foreign fighters 
in terms of income, housing and access to goods and services.48

In perhaps the first indication that IS is sensitive to public opinion, Al-Baghdadi in July 2015 
banned further publication of videos showing beheadings in an effort “to be considerate of 
Muslims and children's feelings who may find these scenes grotesque,” according to Arab 
media reports.49

"People hate them, but they've despaired, and they don't see anyone supporting them if they 
rise up. People feel that nobody is with them," a 28-year-old Syrian with family in IS-
controlled Mosul who asked to be identified only by the nickname he uses in political 
activism, Adnan, told Associated Press. Adnan was one of 20 Syrians and Iraqis interviewed 
by the news service about life under IS that they backed up with leaflets, application forms, 
and other paperwork documenting restrictive rules and regulations that were brutally 
enforced by the Hisba, the state’s religious police.50

The international community’s piecemeal approach rooted in concern about overreach in 
confronting IS in select geographies like Iraq rather than globally as an expansionary 
phenomenon alongside the military and ideological focus effectively gives the group and its 
state space to dig in. 

A recent Institute of War study based on war simulations concluded that “ISIS (IS’s former 
designation) likely will expand regionally and project force globally in the medium term… 
Avoiding or delaying action against ISIS will not necessarily preserve strategic options in the 
future. Instead, US strategic options may narrow as adversaries grow in strength and 
potential allies suffer losses and turn to other partners… Military planners in the simulation 
perceived that the United States does not have enough armed forces to undertake a multi-
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theatre campaign to degrade and defeat ISIS on its own. The U.S. therefore must choose 
between increasing its armed forces, relying on coalition partners to achieve the defined 
mission, or changing the defined mission against ISIS.” 51

The United States, in an effort that critics say is hindered by a history of broken promises in 
Iraq, has more recently sought to forge alliances with potential opponents of IS in Syria. 
Modelled on the US-sponsored Sunni Awakening that in 2006 drove IS’s predecessor, Al 
Qaeda in Iraq, out of predominantly Sunni Anbar province, US officials have begun to map 
the social and economic landscape of northern and eastern Syria with a focus on the region’s 
intricate Sunni tribal and clan relationships, including family ties to IS.52 US officials hope 
the mapping exercise will enable them to forge a force capable of confronting IS on the 
battlefield.

Initial US success in marshalling Sunni tribal forces benefitted from the presence of US 
troops in the country, frequent on the ground meetings that created an environment of trust, 
US financial and military support, and a US pledge to ensure that Sunni Muslims would have 
a stake in the Shia-dominated government in Baghdad, which would include the integration 
of their militias into the Iraqi armed forces. 

More than four years into the Syrian civil war, the US lacks the assets it was able to leverage 
in Iraq. Sunni tribal leaders moreover recall that US failed in making good on its promise to 
ensure their inclusion in the post-Saddam power structure. They also remember that 
President George H. W. Bush effectively called on Iraqis in the wake of the 1991 liberation of 
Kuwait from Iraqi occupation to revolt against Saddam only to then allow the Iraqi leader to 
brutally repress a predominantly Shiite revolt. 

Those memories are reinforced by the US refusal in its confrontation of IS in Iraq to arm 
Anbar’s Sunni tribes because it fears that would undermine the authority of the Iraqi 
government. In talks with US and Arab officials, Syrian tribesmen contrasted the US refusal 
with its willingness to arm the Kurds in northern Iraq.53

Conclusion

The current military and ideological confrontation of IS will at best contain it and hinder its 
plans at global expansion. The likelihood that defeat of IS being unachievable in the 
foreseeable future is compounded by counterrevolutionary and sectarian policies 
fundamental to US allies, foremost among them Saudi Arabia, which opportunistic support 
of jihadist groups is a tool to box in Iran and ensure regime survival. As a result, IS more 
likely than not is to remain an irredentist force, not only in the immediate vicinity of its 
territorial entity but far beyond. 

Containment rather than eradication will therefore inevitably become the goal of the US-led 
coalition. That could deprive IS of its revolutionary appeal that has served it well as a 
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recruitment tool but at the same time threatens to give rise to an even more extremist and 
brutal force as difficult as that may be to envision.

James M. Dorsey is a senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies at 
Nanyang Technological University in Singapore, co-director of the Institute of Fan Culture at the 
University of Würzburg, and the author of the blog The Turbulent World of Middle East Soccer, 
and a forthcoming book with the same title.

Earlier versions of this article appeared at http://mideastsoccer.blogspot.nl/2015/08/thinking-
unthinkable-coming-to-grips.html; and at The Singapore Middle East Papers, Vol./No.16, 21 
August 2015 (https://mei.nus.edu.sg/index.php/website/publications/The-Singapore-Middle-
East-Papers/42/1).
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Editorial Note

This contribution could have been, and still could be considered as, a Main Article given its 
length, depth and breadth. Yet Dr. James M. Dorsey prefers and prioritises speedy, timely and 
(thereby) frequent publications, and thus has not chosen the opportunity to let this 
contribution go through the peer-review process. The Editorial Board respects his wishes; it 
knows all too well how long and cumbersome the peer-review process can be. Nevertheless,  
any comments and criticisms from you, the reader, on the article are welcome and can be 
sent to info@ethnogeopolitics.org. These could then be published as Critical Responses in 
one or more next issues of the journal—in anonymized form if you wish so.

- Caspar ten Dam, Executive Editor
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Main Article

EU energy geopolitics and the “Turkish route”
Thrassy N. Marketos

Map 1: Turkey’s magor oil and natural gas transit pipelines (© US Energy Information Administration and HIS EDIN)

Introduction

The surge in ethnic and sectarian strife in Syria, Iraq and across the Middle East has led a 
number of analysts to predict the potential upending of the region’s territorial order, the 
secret Anglo-French Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 to divide the Ottoman Empire into 
respective zones of control. Apart from territorial fragmentation, there is another force that 
crosses national lines and even realigns national relationships: trade. New transnational 
zones of economic cooperation are making Middle Eastern borders more porous, but in a 
way that does not directly challenge existing states. Instead, mutual economic interests, 
especially in the oil and gas industries, may signal a softer end to Sykes-Picot. This dynamic is 
most apparent along the border between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. 

Prospects of the “Turkish route” of oil and gas supplies in and beyond the Middle 
East

Iraqi Kurdistan will soon be earning enough from its oil exports to replace what it receives 
from Baghdad in oil revenues.1 Ankara has decided to support the financial independence of 
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the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) of Iraq by signing a deal under which Kurdistan 
will export oil, not through the Baghdad-controlled Kirkuk-Ceyhan pipeline, but through a 
bypass stretching from central Iraqi Kurdistan (the Taq field) to the Turkish border, where it 
is connected to the line leading to Ceyhan (2013).2 

Both parties hope that Kurdish petrol exports to hydrocarbon-thirsty Turkey will reach 
450,000 barrels per day by the end of 2014 and 1 million barrels per day by the end of 2015, 
helping the country to boost its rapidly developing economy and its claim to becoming a 
regional energy hub. 

Moreover, Erbil and Ankara are planning to build a second crude oil pipeline to Ceyhan and 
a natural gas pipeline that is scheduled to feed Turkish power plants. Turkey wants to import 
up to 353 billion cubic metres (bcm) of natural gas annually, and even double this quantity.

Ankara can, moreover, increase its natural gas imports from Tehran or liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) shipments from Qatar, in order to present itself as a reliable alternative to Russian 
exports to the European Union (EU.) It is worth noting that, according to the latest estimates 
by BP, Russian gas reserves of 44.6 trillion cubic metres (tcm) dropped to 32.9, and thus Iran’s 
33.9 tcm discovered so far represent the world’s largest gas reserve.3

The European Union’s unwillingness to use Iran as an alternative supply source is a direct 
result of political issues, especially mounting pressure from the United States (US), which is 
bewildering. Prolongation of the six-month easing of US sanctions imposed on Tehran in 
relation to the latter’s nuclear program (P5+1 group, 2013), in concert with the deterioration 
of US/EU relations with Russia, may offer Europe an extraordinary solution. 

Iran is willing to increase its production to attract much-needed investment, both 
domestically and from abroad, particularly in the South Pars gas field. Any investment could 
easily result in a large increase in production, and in economic stimulation for Iran.  

According to figures released by the US-based Energy Information Administration (EIA), the 
member states of the EU, in addition to Turkey, Norway, Switzerland, and non-EU countries 
in the Balkans, consumed a total of 18.7 trillion cubic feet of natural gas in 2013, with Ukraine 
as the transit route for about 16 percent of Europe’s consumed gas. 

Moreover, a number of Eastern European countries, such as Bulgaria, import up to 100 
percent of their needed gas from Russia. At a time when the supply and demand for LNG in 
global markets are hardly balanced, even the mere threat of a Russian cut in gas supply to 
Europe in response to the ongoing tension in Russia-US/EU relations due to the crisis in 
Ukraine could have serious repercussions for a Europe torn by financial crisis. 

As China is importing more LNG consignments, particularly since Moscow and Beijing 
recently signed an important gas deal (May 2014), the amount of gas supplied to Europe by 
Algeria and a war-torn Libya has fallen dramatically.

Both Eastern Europe and the eastern region of Turkey may face gas shortages if there is a 
decrease in the gas flow from Russia feeding the transit pipeline which runs through 
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northeast Europe and Ukraine. Ankara reached an agreement (2008) with Iran to develop 
three blocks of Iran’s giant South Pars gas field and the Iran-Turkey-Europe (ITE) pipeline, 
running 5,000 kilometers to Greece and from there on to Germany. International sanctions 
against Iran have halted the project. Furthermore, Turkey required Tehran to give a transit 
order to deliver Turkmen gas via Turkish territory. 

The Islamic Republic is in a good position to export gas to the EU either through the ITE or 
through the scheduled Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP) and Trans-Adriatic 
Pipleine (TAP) through Turkey, Greece and Albania to Italy and Central Europe, as well as 
Southeastern Europe through the Greece-Bulgaria Interconnector (GBI) and Ionian-Adriatic 
Pipeline (IAP) or build its own pipeline. 

Interestingly, the second option was in motion in the form of a planned Iran-Iraq-Syria 
pipeline that was thwarted by the West and Sunni Gulf States through the attempted 
destabilization of the Assad regime in Syria. Iran can ease Europe’s energy security anxiety in 
combination with Azerbaijani gas supplies, appeasing all the worries expressed regarding the 
sufficiency of Baku reserves to accomplishing this goal. 

Tehran’s geostrategic alliance of convenience with Moscow should not be viewed as an 
obstacle if Iran wishes to act on this opportunity to further legitimize itself in the eyes of the 
international community. Indeed, Russia has held discussions with Israel, Iran’s archenemy, 
about Israeli gas reserves in the Levant basin, and did not veto UN sanctions against its ally. 

Yet politically, any move by Iran to bolster the EU’s Southern Corridor would provoke Russian 
ire and risk weakening the nascent yet formidable China-Russia-Iran nexus, which poses a 
considerable challenge to the West. Given that China also imports Iranian oil and has 
bourgeoning relations with Russia, it would be disadvantageous to opt out of such an 
arrangement for economic gain.  

Yet times are changing in US-Iran relations, and this has been visible in their increasingly 
critical stance toward Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki during 2014. In any case, bringing 
Iran in from the cold will mean overturning many years of standing US foreign policy, the 
focus of which has been to curb Tehran’s role as a major supplier of energy. America has 
consistently discouraged investments in Iran’s energy sector. 

But the West, faced with either accepting Russia’s current and future energy dominance of 
Europe via Gazprom, or reliving the Cold War era, would rather reverse preexisting policy on 
Iran, competing as it does with Asia’s emerging economies (China, India, Japan, and South 
Korea) for a place in the “energy security sun”.4

  

What’s Next?

In December 2013, Russia’s SoyuzNefteGaz signed a $900 million deal to support Syria’s first 
offshore drilling attempt. Not only did it cause outrage within the Syrian opposition, it also 
poses a threat to the interests of their backers and allies of the US and Britain—Saudi Arabia, 
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Qatar, Turkey and Jordan. Turkey took Ukraine’s side after Russia’s annexation of the Crimea, 
which threatens its role as a predominant NATO power in the Black Sea region. In turn, this 
has driven Iran closer to Moscow and led to fears of a Russia-Syria-Iraq-Iran axis of influence 
to rival Western alliances in the Middle East. 

While the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) surging south raises great concerns about a 
global oil price spike, the threat offers an opportunity for the US and Turkey to detach the 
Kurdish region further from Iranian-influenced Baghdad. Washington DC lobbied and 
showed support for a new oil deal that would allow the Kurds to export 300,000 barrels per 
day through pipelines leading from the Kurdish region through Turkey. Finally, the ISIS surge 
provided the US and Turkey with the opportunity to push for crude oil exports, not only to 
US oil refineries but also to Israel. 

The danger of the conflicts in Syria and Iraq is that it is drawing regional powers further into 
a clash that could drag in those global power players that are vying for access to the oil and 
gas that drives their economies, and is causing collisions of interest and growing insecurity. A 
battle is raging over whether pipelines will go toward Europe from east to west, from Iran 
and Iraq to the Mediterranean coast of Syria, or take a more northerly route from Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia via Syria and Turkey. 

Having realized that the stalled Nabucco pipeline, and indeed the entire Southern Corridor, 
are backed up only by Azerbaijan’s reserves and can never equal Russian supplies to Europe 
or stop the construction of the South Stream, the West is in a hurry to replace them with 
resources from the Persian Gulf. 

Syria ends up being a key link in this chain, and it leans toward Iran and Russia; thus, it was 
decided in the Western capitals that its regime needs to change. The same applies to 
Northern Iraq and the KRG, where the humanitarian façade of the intervention led by 
Washington DC in favor of the Kurdish Peshmerga fighters against the assault of the Sunni 
jihadists is in fact about securing the flow of Iranian natural gas on its way to Turkey and to 
European markets.   

Conclusion

There is a major rivalry between the US and Russia driven by hydrocarbon routes in a huge 
area that Zbignew Bzrezinski called the “Eurasian Balkans” 5, and regional powers like Iran 
and Turkey in the Middle East are throwing the dice. But then, from the European point of 
view, if Iranian and Kurdish natural gas is transported to the EU through Turkey, Brussels 
faces the risk of (partially) replacing Russia’s politically motivated divide-and-rule 
hydrocarbon export policy in Europe with Turkey’s overwhelming self-confidence about 
being a world-class energy hub. 

Of course, Iran can export natural gas to the EU in the form of LNG, which could reach the 
prospective Levant basin LNG offshore terminal in Cyprus through the Suez Canal and other 
similar facilities in Greece and other Mediterranean countries. Israel’s offshore natural gas 
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reserves would then serve as an additional, viable source for EU needs. In my view this would 
be the best choice for the EU common energy policy, but only if Brussels has the power to 
stay immune to US and Russian interests. 

Dr. Thrassy N. Marketos is a jurist and specialist on energy geopolitics in Asia, Eurasia and the 
Middle East, who is Senior Research Fellow at the Hellenic National Defense General Staff, 
Institute of Continuous Education, Athens, Greece.   marketosthras@gmail.com 

He is author of China’s Energy Geopolitics: The Shanghai Cooperation Organization and 
Central Asia (Routledge/Taylor & Francis, 2009).
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Comments on ‘EU energy geopolitics and the “Turkish route” ’

(Critical Response to Thrassy N. Marketos’ “EU energy geopolitics and the “Turkish 
route” ”)

At the outset, the author introduces a compelling thesis: the imminent threat of 
disintegration of states in the Mashreq and Levant might cause one to overlook a 
phenomenon that could radically transform established patterns of regional interstate 
relations, yet does not present a challenge to established norms of territorial inviolability: 
innovations in pragmatic economic cooperation. 

However, the remainder of the analysis, while focused on presenting empirical details of how 
this dynamic is unfolding in contemporary events, is couched in much more familiar 
geostrategic language that proceeds from the time-honored assumption of zero-sum 
competition between national interests as an explanatory variable (as demonstrated by the 
reference to Brzezinski's "Eurasian Balkans" premise). 

The author should have done more to demonstrate how the economic-security nexus 
challenges this assumption in terms of its ability to explain and predict foreign policy 
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behavior, or in more limited sense, to identify how the emerging interplay between 
economic stakeholders (Turkey, EU, Russia and Iran) do not indicate conformity with the 
traditional notions of classical realist geopolitik.

- Anonymous

Editorial Note

We consider Dr. T. N. Marketos’ contribution to be a relevant, contemporary topic which may 
become outdated in some of its particulars if its publication were to be delayed any further. 

Additional reviews and comments on the article are welcome and can be sent to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org. These could then be published as Critical Responses in one or 
more next issues of the journal—in anonymized form if one wishes so. For now, we include 
here some of the critical comments made by Assistant Editor Nathasja de Vries:

“If Turkey is not the main topic of the second section [Prospects of the “Turkish route”] in the 
paper and Iran is, Iran needs more prominence in the initial sentences of the section. You 
could have opened the second sentence with “For example, it is worth noting that”; you 
could also have restructured the first sentence as “In order to present itself as a reliable 
alternative to Russian exports to the EU, Ankara can use other sources, such as natural gas 
imports from Tehran” or something to that effect.

Your observation in the third section of your paper [What’s Next?] that “it was decided in the 
Western capitals that its [Syria’s] regime needs to change” seems an important point, 
supported by the Syrian unrest point made earlier in the same section, but has not been 
alluded to in the Introduction; the introduction’s ‘soft-landing of Sykes-Picot’ would, in fact, 
give the opposite impression.”

- Caspar ten Dam, Executive Editor & Nathasja de Vries, Assistant Editor
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Lost in Translation: Srebrenica, an interpreter, a secret deal and 
a conference in The Hague
Caspar ten Dam & Edwin Giltay

Members of Mar' Mira / Peace March for Srebrenica#(marsmira2013@gmail.com) arrive at the 20th 
Srebrenica commemoration in The Hague, 11 July 2015. 

© photo: Fred Rohde 2015##(www.fredrohde.nl) 

In The Hague, the Netherlands, in 
late June this year, an 
international conference on 
Srebrenica took place at the ‘The 
Hague Institute for Global Justice’. 
Invited were several dozen 
politicians, civil servants and 
military officers who played a key 
role before, during and after the 
fall of Srebrenica on July 11, 1995, 
during which Bosnian-Serb and 
Serbian forces killed more than 

8,000 Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) despite the presence of the Dutch UN peacekeeping 
contingent commonly known as ‘Dutchbat’. 

Among the conference’s participants were former Dutchbat Commander Thom Karremans 
and former Dutch Defense Minister Joris Voorhoeve. Muhamed Durakovic was the sole 
Srebrenica survivor allowed to attend this gathering, which largely took place behind closed 
doors.

However, Hasan Nuhanovic, a former interpreter for Dutchbat, was not allowed to attend the 
conference. He recently won a lawsuit against the Dutch State along with other relatives of 
Rizo Mustafic and Ibro and Muhamed Nuhanovic who died in this genocide. The Supreme 
Court of the Netherlands ruled on September 6, 2013, that these three men had been wrongly 
evicted from the Dutchbat compound after the fall of the enclave and so went to meet 
certain death.

Hasan Nuhanovic was initially invited to the conference (Jurre van den Berg, Dutch daily de 
Volkskrant, June 29, 2015), but his invitation was withdrawn at the last minute, apparently 
because of Hasan’s long legal struggle for compensation. This is strange, if only because an 
agreement on compensation by the Dutch government has recently been reached. And 
Defense Minister Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert also made, on behalf of the Netherlands, an 
apology: “The State regrets that Mr. Mustafic and Messrs. Nuhanovic had to leave the 
compound.”
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During the public part of the conference a Belgrade student asked for clarification about 
Hasan’s absence. Moderator and investigative journalist David Rhode then pressed the 
organizers among the attendees on this issue. Alas, no explanation was offered by anyone 
present.

Cameron Hudson of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum, one of the organizers, denies in 
de Volkskrant that any of the speakers have put pressure to ban Hasan. Then why was he not 
welcome? Why was his initial invitation revoked? Through a reliable and confidential source, 
we learned that Hasan was indeed not refused by any of the participants themselves. In 
reality, the organization represented by one participant reportedly objected to the presence 
of the former Dutchbat interpreter. 

Clearly this particular organization is so influential that the conference’s organizers felt 
compelled to cancel Hasan’s invitation. We are noy going to speculate here about which 
organization exactly lies behind this. However this incident as reported by our source, alarms 
us greatly.

We appreciate the initiative of The Hague Institute for Global Justice and the US Holocaust 
Memorial Museum to organize this conference and to make public the contributions of the 
participants later this year. But such a high concentration of political, civil and military top 
brass who wish to speak quietly and confidentially about Srebrenica and their role in this 
tragedy, is inevitably lopsided, one-sided, elitist and isolated from the outside world. 

Conferring like this behind closed doors is exactly what has raised criticism and controversy, 
especially when an invitation of a prominent, articulate and very critical survivor of 
Srebrenica is revoked.

The seclusion of this conference prohibits survivors as well as the general public to be 
properly informed regarding the Srebrenica disaster. It was only after we together talked with 
one of the Dutch participants in person, that the following shocking news emerged 
confirming persistent rumors about an outrageous deal, and giving more details about how 
this deal was actually communicated to the Bosnian Serbs:

On June 4, 1995, French General Bernard Janvier, Supreme Commander of the UN troops in 
Bosnia, talked for hours in Mali Zvornik directly with General Ratko Mladic, Commander-in-
chief of the Bosnian-Serb forces—amongst other things about the French blue-helmets 
being held hostage by Mladic’s army (see Yves Beigbeder, Judging War Crimes and Torture, 
Martinus Nijhoff, 2006, p.316). 

This is extremely dubious as Janvier was not just responsible for the captured (mostly 
French) UN-soldiers, but was also responsible for all the other UN troops under his 
command—including Dutchbat—and especially for the safety of the Bosnian Muslims in 
the enclaves die that had been declared ‘UN safe areas’.
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Moreover—and this is at least as dubious—secret documents discussed at the conference in 
The Hague apparently show that Janvier informed Mladic at that June 4th, 1995, meeting of 
the secret deal the US, the UK and France had made a few days earlier to suspend each 
possible use of air strikes. 

The truth is hard to stomach. Apparently, Dutchbat Commander Karremans and Defense 
Minister Voorhoeve were not informed about this secret deal. However, the Bosnian Serbs 
definitely were. General Mladic was basically assured by the United Nations that he had free 
rein to capture Srebrenica and murder its male population.

On July 11, 2015, both authors were present at the 20th commemoration of the Srebrenica 
genocide in The Hague. We realize there still is a long way to go before the United Nations, 
the Netherlands and all the other nations involved (particularly the US, the UK and France) 
recognize and take full responsibility for their part in this tragedy, and cease prioritizing the 
concerns of their military officers and policymakers at the expense of the Srebrenica victims.

Caspar ten Dam (executive editor of this journal) is chairman of the Political Committee ‘Stari 
Most’, that co-organizes the annual Srebrenica commemoration in The Hague on the 11th of July. 
See www.srebrenica-herdenking.nl.

Edwin Giltay is author of De doofpotgeneraal (English: The Cover-up General). See 
www.dedoofpotgeneraal.nl/english.htm.

An earlier version of this article can be found on the website of the International Committee for 
Humanitarian Intervention (of which Caspar ten Dam is also chairman). See 
www.ichuminterv.org.

20th Srebrenica commemoration in The Hague, 11 July 2015 

© photo: Fred Rohde 2015##(www.fredrohde.nl)

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.2 Autumn 2015 

85



(Announcement)

Global South Caucus for International Studies (GSCIS) 
  

DEVELOPING EURASIA INITIATIVE (DEI)

!

MISSION STATEMENT

While the recently independent states of the former Soviet South Caucasus and Central Asia 
exhibit many of the conditions and characteristics associated with post-colonial and/or 
developing nations—including struggles with hegemonic influences, resource dependency, 
economic inequality, institutional incapacity and unresolved internal conflicts—the study of 
these countries in the U.S. academy has traditionally been either relegated to a generic "post-
communist" or “Russian and Eastern European” subfield, or framed according to narratives of 
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an enduring geopolitical dichotomy between competing power centers representing an 
objectified "East" and "West". It is thus arguable that these disciplinary conventions have 
imposed unnecessary limitations on the ability of regional scholars to introduce new 
approaches, and more importantly, to generate novel findings regarding the domestic 
evolution and international relations of these states. 

It is in response to these concerns that the Global South Caucus for International Studies 
(GSCIS) seeks to establish a research agenda directed at designing conceptual frameworks 
that serve to both integrate theoretical approaches and facilitate comparative analysis of 
Eurasian and developing world (Asian, African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American) 
regions, as well as the participation of post-Soviet states in Asian regionalism and South-
South cooperation. An empirical example that highlights the relevance of this endeavor is 
provided by the case of Azerbaijan and all five Central Asian republics, which attended the 
April 2005 Asian-African Summit held in Jakarta, Indonesia on the 50th anniversary of the 
1955 Bandung Conference, while Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan were signatories to 
the first Declaration on The New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP). 

More recently, in September 2010, Tajikistan joined the Group of 77 & China after a decade of 
activism in international organizations related to sustainable development issues, while in 
May 2011, Azerbaijan became the fourth former Soviet republic (following Uzbekistan, 
Turkmenistan and Belarus) to enter full membership in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), 
defying the ideological assumptions of observers who have sought to characterize its 
trajectory as being inherently "pro-Western" or "Euro-Atlantic" in orientation. 

The Developing Eurasia Initiative (DEI) is therefore intended to attract greater participation 
by both scholars and professionals who question prevailing standards of categorization, to 
critically analyze current trends in Eurasian studies, and to expand the scope of regional 
knowledge within the IR discipline. Membership in DEI is open to all faculty, students and 
specialists in the fields of international relations, comparative politics, development policy 
and area studies interested in contributing to these activities. For questions and additional 
information please direct correspondence to:

Jason E. Strakes, PhD, Chair 
Member-at-Large, GSCIS Executive Committee 2011-2015
Associate Researcher, G. Tsereteli Institute for Oriental Studies
Ilia State University,Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia 
jason.strakes@iliauni.edu.ge

Aigul Kulnazarova, PhD, Co-Chair
Professor of International Relations and International Law
School of Global Studies (SGS),Tama University, Shonan Campus
802 Engyo, Fujisawa, Kanagawa 252-0805 Japan
kulnazarova@tama.ac.jp 
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