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Tribal Kinship Identities in Present-day 
Societies: Proposals for Ethnogeopolitical 
Research 

 

Caspar ten Dam 
                      

 
Introduction 
 

Our Association for the Study of EthnoGeoPolitics (EGP) deems it high 
time to further research on the oft-neglected role of ethnic and kinship 
bonds in present-day societies—not just the self-professed traditional 
or tribal ones, but also and above all the so-called modern or 
developed ones. With this in mind, our association is currently 
constructing proposals on two interrelated research projects for which 
we will seek (crowd)funding in collaboration with my own research 
consultancy 

1 and with affiliated and like-minded scholars and 
academic bodies:  
 
a) an overarching project A on “Survival and Saliency of Extended 
Families, Clans and other Kinship Groups in Present-day Societies: A 
Survey of Current Research and Urgently Needed Research” 
(preliminary title); 
b) a more particular project B on “Challenges of EU Enlargement in 
South-East Europe and Beyond given the Oft-Neglected Role of Ethnic 
and Kinship Bonds” (preliminary title). 2 
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This Editorial presents some of the more developed parts of both 
research proposals under construction by me and other board-
members of EGP, so as to generate interest and feedback—and 
hopefully collaboration and funding—among the readers.  
 

We will inform you of further developments on both projects—and 
hopefully publish the first substantial findings from these projects—in 
our journal Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics (FEGP) and eventually through 
our publishing house EGxPress, be it in future Editorials, full-fledged 
articles in e.g. the journal’s ‘Developments in the field’ section, or in 
edited volumes and other book publications. 
 
 

Kinship Groups in Present-day Societies 
 

Despite industrialisation, urbanisation and (de)colonisation, many 
present-day societies, be they formerly tribal or still (partially) tribal, 
appear to retain many traditions having to with extended families, 
(sub-)clans and other kinship groups more often than not adhering to 
‘pre-modern’ customary laws. Paradoxically, their adherence to ‘old’ 
values—however much contemporary ignorance, manipulation and 
brutalisation disfigure these in times of war and (relative) peace—
leads to the same “conflict of the aggressive impulses .. with the moral 
norms” Talcott Parsons discerned in Western societies (Parsons 1947: 
169).  
 

Thus the ‘warrior’ and ‘carer’ roles of Western men and women, 
particularly in America and Germany before WWII and the post-WWII 
gender emancipation, resemble those of e.g. Pashtuns, Chechens and  
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Albanians in societies that still seem to be partially or wholly tribal.  
 
Despite observed differences between and within ‘traditional’ societies 
with large, integrated families-and-occupations and ‘modern’ societies 
with nuclear families segregated from the workplace, one could argue 
that males in both types of societies must live up to similar 
expectations. Arguably both types of societies—or at least some 
groups and communities within these societies—celebrate “physical 
prowess, with an endemic tendency toward violence” (Parsons 1947: 
174)—even against authorities that impose these norms.  
 
On the other hand, many or most once-tribal groups, communities and 
entire societies seem to be overtaken or even obliterated by ‘modern’ 
i.e. industrial and post-industrial trends. Still anthropological, 
ethnographic, sociological and other research on the saliency of tribal 
societies in general and extended families, (sub-)clans or other kinship 
groups in particular, appear to be dispersed and sketchy to date at best.  
 

This proposed research project seeks to bring such research and the 
newest findings together under a single roof, in order to offer mutually 
reinforcing insights on why and how any surviving tribal kinship 
groups continue to exert influence and play distinctive roles in 
different regions of the world. Consequently, it seeks to clarify any gaps 
in current knowledge and thus offer advice on urgently needed 
research on such kinship groups—and the impact these may still have 
on or within even so-called ‘modern’ societies. 
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Kinship Identities within the EU and candidate states in the 
Western Balkans 
 

Ascertaining the most salient ethnogeopolitical factors—i.e. “cultural, 
social, religious, ethnic and (geo-)political characteristics, processes 
and developments” 3 —within both the European Union (EU) and 
possible or actual accession candidates to the EU is crucial in assessing 
the prospects of both established and future EU member states to 
become and well-functioning EU member states.  
 

Understanding these factors is arguably most crucial regarding the 
aspiring accession candidates in South-East Europe or the Western 
Balkans, that is to say Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, 
North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Serbia. This proposed research project 
intends to answer the following primary questions: 
 

- How do the cultures i.e. norms, beliefs and practices including 
geopolitical cross-border alliances of ethnicities, clans, extended 
families and other kin groups in South-Eastern Europe affect the 
chances and prospects of further EU enlargement by states from that 
region? 
- To what extent if any are policymakers in Brussels and current EU 
member states aware and knowledgeable about the ‘tribal, ‘pre-
modern’, ‘patriarchal’ and/or ‘patrimonial’ cultures and alliances 
within potential and/or actual EU candidate states in South-Eastern 
Europe—and within the current member states for that matter?  
 
Enlargement fatigue toward the Western Balkans 
 

The EU already has enlarged significantly after the end of the Cold  
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War, with the biggest-ever enlargement with ten new member states 
including Slovenia in 2004, followed by Bulgarian and Rumania in 2007 
and Croatia in 2013 (European Commission, European Union explained: 
Enlargement, 2015). Yet since then the enlargement process with any 
new membership candidates has stalled, mainly due to enlargement 
fatigue and reluctance within the EU and among some member states 
—despite optimistic assessments and statements by EU agencies (see 
e.g. European Commission, EU enlargement, 2018).  
 
Thus as recently as October 2019 the EU for the third time, after failing 
to reach unanimity in June 2018 and June 2019, halted the official start 
of membership talks with North Macedonia and Albania mainly due to 
opposition from particularly France and the Netherlands. These and 
some other member states argued that Skopje and Tirana had to do 
more to fight corruption and strengthen the rule of law before these 
talks could even begin. Paris, The Hague and some other member-state 
capitals also demanded “changes to the EU enlargement process” 
including a “stronger role in accession talks” for the current member 
states in reviewing and monitoring the achievements of the accession 
candidates toward fulfilling the pre-conditional acquis communautaire 
i.e. cumulative body of binding EU laws. 4  
 

In early February 2020 the European Commission responded with a 
report in which it basically acceded to and adopted these demands. It 
remains to be seen whether the disappointed accession candidates in 
the Western Balkans—and the majority of member states 
disappointed with the delayed enlargement due to fears of rising 
geopolitical influence of Russia and China in the region because of it—
would readily embrace these additional conditions as well.  
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At first sight, the prospects of further EU enlargement to the Western 
Balkans mainly concerning states arisen from the Former Yugoslavia 
appear to be slim. Already well over a decade ago Ronald D. Asmus 
noted the “enlargement fatigue .. thanks to stumbling institutional 
reforms and the mounting expense of integrating new EU members. It 
was widely assumed that the western Balkan states (Albania and the 
former Yugoslav republics) would all eventually join the EU and NATO, 
but even that can no longer be taken for granted” (Asmus 2008: 96).  
 

Indeed, “the 2004–2007 enlargement turned out to be more 
challenging than many thought, in part because it had a major impact 
on the institutional structure of the EU and the change in mood among 
citizens and politicians within the EU” (Verdun et al. 2011: 368; see 
further on more or less reluctant accession approaches by different EU 
member states e.g. Koktsidis et al. 2014; Wunsch 2017; Töglhofer & 
Adebahr 2017).  
 

Be that as it may, if ethnogeopolitical factors are ignored or 
misunderstood, any further EU enlargement with these western Balkan 
states will be even more challenging and troublesome or even more 
unlikely. Moreover, such ignorance and misunderstanding of these 
factors after any such enlargement may even endanger the unity, fabric 
and strength of the EU itself in the more distant future. 
 
 

Conclusion: Relevance of the Research Projects 
 

The proposed research projects A and B are highly relevant and sorely 
needed, as relatively little research is being done on ethnogeopolitical  
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factors—such as tribal, clannish and other ethnic structures and cross-
border alliances—characterising and affecting past, present and future 
societies in general (project A) and EU accession candidates in 
particular (project B).  
 

Thus to date most attention and consequent research, insights and 
gathered knowledge about these countries and societies concern their 
socio-economic, judicial and political-system characteristics—
including the legacies of (post-)communism and the halting 
development of democracy and civil society vis-à-vis corruption and 
patrimonialism, and the interrelated challenges and proposed policies 
for the EU itself and its enlargement (e.g. Albi 2005; Blockmans 2007; 
Bache 2010; Rupnik 2011; Schwarz 2016; Elbasani & Šabić 2018).  
 

While such ‘classic’ factors are significant in themselves, their proper 
functioning is often inadequately grasped or ill-understood, as 
analysists and policymakers within both the EU institutions and 
established EU member states have tended to neglect 
ethnogeopolitical factors such as ethno-patrimonialism and tribal, 
clannish and other sub-ethnic and sub-national identities and 
alliances.  
 
Even analysists acknowledging ‘problematic’ national, ethnic and 
regional or local identities and norms within both current and 
prospective EU member states (e.g. Noutcheva 2009; Freyburg & 
Richter 2010; Ker-Lindsay et al. 2017), generally fail to detect sub-ethnic 
and sub-national kinship identities and norms affecting or even 
underpinning the overarching identities and norms in any of these 
states.  
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Such kinship identities and alliances often account for the 
appropriation by particular extended families, clans or larger tribes 
and ethnic groups of ‘hollow’ state bodies, electoral processes, political 
parties, business companies and other power structures and 
organisations.  
 

Actually, these appropriations may account for the oft-observed or 
(mis)perceived patrimonialism, corruption and zero-sum politics that 
appear to undermine the functioning of nascent democracy, civil 
society, market economy and equitable (re)distribution of incomes 
and resources across the populations of the prospective EU member 
states.  
 
On the other hand, analysists and policymakers equally ignore or are 
oblivious of the possible beneficial effects that ethnic and sub-ethnic 
identities and alliances may have on the EU accession and 
incorporation processes. For instance, family, sub-clan and clan 
identities appear to be more salient on the local and regional level than 
the oft-constructed, artificial national identities.  
 

Therefore, these communities and their identities need to be properly 
understood, acknowledged, respected and utilised i.e. involved and 
consulted, in order to help villages and other localities to comprehend 
the challenges and properly use the opportunities that EU membership 
on the national level could offer them as well. 

 

Caspar ten Dam, Executive Editor    February 2020 
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Endnotes 

 

1. See CTDam Consultancy, www.ctdamconsultancy.com.  
2. The current focus of proposed project A is on the challenges and 

opportunities for potential and actual EU accession candidates in South-
Eastern Europe, i.e. Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Kosovo and Serbia. 

3. Citation from www.ethnogeopolitics.org (main page). 
4. Gjeraqina Tuhina & Rikard Jozwiak, ‘EU Proposes Greater Role For 

Member States In Enlargement Process’  RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty 
(RFE/RL) 4 February 2020,  www.rferl.org/a/eu-proposes-greater-role-for-
member-states-in-enlargement-process/30417114.html  (incl. quotes).  See 
further Rikard Jozwiak,  ‘EU Ministers Fail To Approve Official Accession 
Talks With Albania, North Macedonia’ RFE/RL 15 October 2019, 
www.rferl.org/a/eu-no-official-accession-talks-albania-north-
macedonia/30218294.html.  
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NB: do you have any comments on the Editorial, or do you wish to 
collaborate with or fund the proposed research projects? Please send these 
comments or offers to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the 
contactform at www.ethnogeopolitics.org.  
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(Advertisement) 
 

Photobook Srebrenica Commemoration  
by Fred Rohde (photography) & Caspar ten Dam (texts) 

 

 
The photobook Srebrenica Commemoration & Mars ̌ Mira 2015–2018 is available 
in print for just € 20 (incl. average € 5 postal charges). Later this year it will 
become available in pdf at www.ethnogeopolitics.org/publications.   
 

This photobook (64 pages, ISBN: 978-90-75568-34-9) shows a selection of 
photos taken by Fred Rohde of the annual Srebrenica commemoration on 11th 
of July in The Hague, the Netherlands in the period 2015-2018. It concerns the 
second book publication of our publishing house EGxPress Publishers.  
 

You can order a full print-copy of the photobook by transferring €  20  (VAT-
free)  to  EGP’s  Bank account:  NL83 INGB 0752 458760 BIC:  
INGBNL2A  T. a. o. Servet Sahin, Amsterdam, with a reference to “photobook 
Srebrenica”—please email your postal address to info@ethnogeopolitics.org 
so we can send a print-copy to you.  
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