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Introduction: Politics and Understanding 

Let me be explicit about what kind of understanding I am trying to bring to the concept 
of the political. This paper is mainly about understanding the outbreak of war, not about 
explaining the causes of war. Causes beg for causal explanations. Most studies of the role of 
identity in politics, however, tend to look at the understanding of war, the imagery of war, the 
narrativity of war, the symbolic technologies of war and the like. That is, they do not necessarily 
offer causal explanations which are cast in terms of the outbreak of war as an "ependent 
variable" at all, but simply go about the task of theorising the political in other ways. One could 
perhaps argue with Roxanne Lynn Doty ( 1 996) that, instead of asking "why questions," they ask 
"how possible-questions" about the outbreak of wars. In peace and conflict studies, such an 
approach may list a long heritage (Wallensteen, 1 994). 

Another way of highlighting this difference is to start out from the two very different 
views of the concept of the political which infuse these two different approaches. If, as 
mainstream political science tends to take for granted, the political is a question of who gets what 
when, then war becomes one of a number of mechanisms by means of which a certain 
distribution can be realised. Crucially, the "whos" which are supposed to get the something at 
a particular point in time are treated as fixed entities, which are not themselves changed by the 
distributional games in which they participate, war being one of them. As Sir Michel Howard 
( 1 983 :  7, I )  puts it, "War has been throughout history a normal way of conducting disputes 
between political groups. [ . . .  Now, ] war is only a particular kind of conflict between a particular 
category of social groups, sovereign states." Stephen van Evera ( 1994) provides an example of 
how questions of identity may be brought to the analysis of war in this spirit. Identities are 
treated as fixed, externalised and hence non-negotiable. 

The approaches which are engaged below, on the other hand, treat collective identity as 
being always in a state of formation, as ever-lasting negotiations about who is who-how that 
who comes about, how individuals become party to it and how it is reproduced over time. If 
viewed in this way, a causal approach is not a felicitous one, since it actually excludes the 
question of identity formation ipso facto. Thus, it is not a coincidence that the causal approach 
to the outbreak of war has neglected the question of identity. On the contrary, the very way in 
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which it phrases the question actual ly exc ludes the poss ib i l i ty of reflex ive analys is ,  and hence 
of the role consti tutive pol i t ical labour performed by identity. 

Instead of see ing the pol i t ical s imply as a question of how al ready fixed actors dec ide 
between themse lves who gets what when, one may of course see it as an ongoing negot iation of 

who "we are ." S ince a "we" is unthinkable outside re lat ions to a set of "theys," the pol i t ical ,  

understood as the quest ion of who "we" are , is a question of separat ing us from them. To use 

Carl Schmit t 's  formulat ion, it is a question of separat ing friend from enemy. Let me draw on a 
recent identity- inspired el aborat ion of Chantal Mouffe ' s  work i n  order to cl ari fy th i s  point .  

In order to make her argu ment, Mou ffe starts off by evoking a d i st inct ion between the 
pol itical, which describes the ineradicable and ever-changing antagon ism and hosti l i ty which 

characterises human in teract ion, and politics, which, tak ing note of the permanent antagon ism 
characteris ing the pol i t ical ,  seeks to establ i sh a certain order and to organ ize human co-exi stence . 
She then lambasts l i beral pol i t ics for mi sunderstanding the very nature of the pol i t ical : "This 
view, which attempts to keep together the two meani ngs encompassed by the terms 
' pol i t ics '-that of ' polemos' and that of 'pol is '-is total ly  fore ign to l i beral thought; that ,  

i nc idental ly ,  i s  the reason why l iberal thought i s  powerless i n  the face of antagonism." (Mouffe 

I 994: 1 08) .  1 Pol it ics i s  consti tuted by i ts outside ( i ts exterieur constitutif), and i nevi tably  bears 
the marks of its own exc lusion . In standard poststructural fash ion,  Mouffe then proceeds to 

suggest that the way to a l lev iate the impact of th is inevi table exc lus ion i s  to celebrate how, s i nce 
the "we" is consti tuted by i ts outside, that "we" must also somehow be that outside: 

On a general phi losoph ical level , i t  i s  obvious that i f  the const itut ive outside is 

pre ent ins ide every object iv ity as i t always real possibi l i ty ,  then the i nterior i tself 
is someth ing pure ly contingent ,  which reveals the tructure of the mere poss ib i l i ty 

of every object ive order. This questions every essent ia l is t  concept ion of i dent i ty 
and forec loses every attempt conclu ive ly  to define i dent i ty or object iv i ty .  
Inasmuch as object iv i ty always depends o n  an absent otherness, i t  i s  necessari ly  
always echoed and -contaminated by th is otherne s .  Identity cannot, therefore, 
be long to one person alone, and no one belongs to a s ingle identity .  We would go 
further, and argue that not only are there no "natural" or "ori g i nal" identit ies, 

i nce every identity i s  the resu lt of a conti nu ing process, but that th i s  process itse l f  

must be seen as  one of  permanent hybridizat ion and nomadizat ion . Ident i ty i s ,  in  

effect, the resu l t  of a mul t i tude of i nteractions that take p lace ins ide a space whose 

out l ines are not clearly defined (Mouffe, 1 994: I 09- 1 0) .  

Mouffe draws two conc lus ions for poli t ical practice, one about the unwanted and i n  any case 

impossible forg ing of a European se l f, and one about democrat ic  pol i t ics in general . On the 
former, she writes that 

Contrary to what i s  popu larly be l ieved, an "European" identity, concei ved as a 

homogeneous identity which could replace a l l  other identificat ions and al legiances, 

w i l l  not be able to solve our problems. On the contrary ,  i f  we th ink of i t  in  terms 
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of "aporia," of double negative, as an "experience of the impossible," to use 
Derrida ' s  words from his L 'Autre cap [The Other Heading}, then the notion of a 
European identity could be a catalyst for a promising process, not unlike what 
Merleau-Ponty called "lateral universalism," which implies that it is inscribed in 
respect for diversity. If we conceive of this European identity as a "difference to 
oneself," as "one's  own culture as someone else 's  culture," then we are in effect 
envisaging an identity that accommodates otherness, that demonstrates the porosity 
of frontiers, and opens up towards that "exterior" which makes it possible. By 
accepting that only hybridity creates us as separate entities, it affirms and upholds 
the nomadic character of every identity (Mouffe, 1 994: 1 1 1  ) .  

9 

Where democratic politics is concerned, she stresses the need to maintain a politics of 
antagonism centered on certain traditional identity nexuses in order to foreclose the possibility 
that other identities may be inscribed with paramount political meaning and thus made the 
defining foci of essentialist identity politics: 

Unclear dividing lines block the creation of democratic political identities and fuel 
the disenchantment with traditional political parties. Thus they prepare the ground 
for various forms of populist and anti-liberal movements that target nationalist, 
religious and ethnic divides . When the agonistic dynamism of the pluralist system 
is unable to unfold because of a shortage of democratic identities with which one 
can identify, there is a risk that this will multiply confrontations over essentialist 
identities and non-negotiable moral values (Mouffe, 1 994: 1 09) . 

However, one has to add a dimension which has been at the core of Mouffe' s earlier work 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1 985), namely that exactly because class distinctions (in the old Marxian, not 
Bourdieuan sense) are evaporating as possible identities, political space is opening up for the 
plethora of social identities around which social movements have congealed over the last 25 years 
or so. And it is exactly as a reaction to this mushrooming of the number of available identities, 
which cannot easily be strung together in one overarching narrative of self, that there is a rush 
to defend the story of self which revolves around the nation. In these circumstances, the 
permanent antagonism which characterises human interaction may activate the ever-present 
possibility of violence rather than the transformation of antagonism into agonism which Mouffe 
sees as desirable. 

Linking the literatures on identity and the outbreak of wars, then, must mean to reflect 
on how war is implicated in establishing friend and enemy. Perhaps the three first tasks to be 
tackled are ( 1) going to war as a means of including and excluding subjects of world politics 
(still a statist concern) ; (2) outbreak of war as a way of re-presenting an identity; (3) how certain 
symbolic economies work to produce war as an outcome of ever more sharply defined 
friend/enemy relations. These key questions of identity are of course overlapping, but the first 
comes at war from an intentional angle, the second from a psychoanalytically informed angle, 
and the third from a functional angle. 
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Inclusion and Exclusion : R ingmar 

First , how war may be used as a way of including and excluding certai n human 
col lecti ves as recogn ised p layers in world pol i t ics. We are tal k ing here of study ing in tended, 
in strumental war making .  The l i teratures on secession, nation bui ld ing and the expansion of 
in ternational society are of part icular re levance here. The work which most d irect ly tackles th is  
job ,  however, comes at  i t  from a narrat iv is t  angle. The major example of such work is  Erik 
Ringmar ' s  book on Sweden ' s  entry into the Thirty Years' War in  1 630. 

Ringmar's starting point i s  a fee l ing that there is  something deeply constrai ned and hence 
alarming about explanations which postul ate a number of in terests, poi nt to a spec ific outcome 
l i ke the in i t iat ion of a spec ific war, and then see the explanatory work as be ing about picking 
out the most re levant in terests. Let me quote Ringmar's spec i fication of the prob lem at length : 

We cannot mere ly be satisfied with the fact that a certain explanation explains 
someth ing, but we mu t also find out how thi explanation is achieved. We need 
to know which causal variab les go wi th which others, why certain factors are 
brought i n  and not others, and under what c ircumstances certa in assumptions can 
be expected to hold .  By asking these more basic questions we are, however, no 
l onger engaging in a h istorical or a sc ientific investigation of facts, but i nstead in  
an  investigation of  how those in terpretations are constructed which the  existence 
of facts presupposes. As I w i l l  argue, i t  i s  on ly through an investigation of the 
precondit ions which guided the work of previous scholars that we can crit icise 
those preconceptions and come up with new, alternati ve, ways in  which to 
organ ise our data. A a pre-empirical i nvestigation of th is  k ind w i l l  show, 
h istorian and social scient ist -despite their many differences-genera l ly  
sub cribe to one and the same theory of act ion: the notion that human beings are 
"rational" and that their actions can be expl ained by reference to the " interest " 
of the person or group who perform them (Ri ngmar, 1 996:  1 2 ) .  

Hav ing thus taken an  antifoundational ist (no g ivens) and narrat iv ist ( there are on ly  storie ) 
posi t ion regarding the poss ib i l i ty of writ ing h is tory, it comes as no surprise that Ringmar fi nds 
fau l t  w i th the effort made by the soc ial sc iences when it comes to expl ain i ng act ion,  invest igated 
spec i fical ly  as the act ion of going to war. Ringmar chops up the efforts made by the soc ial 
science gui ld in two. First ,  there are those who take the ir  cue from "the logic of the 
i tuation"-some general logic regarding the re lat ive power of states is  mustered in order to g ive 

a structural explanati on .  The example given are Choucri and North ' s  l ateral pressure model ,  
Gi lp in ' s  theory of hegemonic wars and Doran ' s  power cyc le theory, but i t  seems a fair reading 
that these are s imply examples of most pre- I 960s soc ial scholarship as wel l  as most non­
behaviora l  post- l 960s scholarship on the causes of war and indeed other act ion as wel l .  This 
body of theoris ing is dism issed with the fo l lowing words: 
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The fundamental problem with theories of situational logic is [ . . .  ] that the entire 
causal re lat ionship between material factors and human actions i s  misconstrued. 
We do not, as these theories imply, l i ve in a materi al world which "presents" us 
with various more or less constrai ni ng options; instead we l ive in a material world 
which we interpret, and it is on the basis of these interpretations that we present 
various options to ourselves. Hence it fo l l ows that a mere description of material 
factors wi l l  never te ll us much about what actions a person wi l l  undertake. What 
an outside observer should study are not material factors , but ins tead the 
interpretat ions given to materi al factors ; the way in which human beings make 
sense of their  world (Ringmar, 1 996: 37) .  

1 1  

That is to say, the theories under his gaze are found wanting because they jump directly from 
general conditions to speci fic outcomes without considering the crucial role of the in-between 
factor of human intentional i ty .  

Enters the other main chunk of socia l theori sing on why wars break out, namely the fruits 
of the so-cal led behavioural revolution in the social sciences wh ich culminated i n  the 1 960s . By 
focusing not on material factors, but on decis ion-making processes, Ri ngmar acknowledges the 
"vast improvement" inherent in actually introduc ing humans into the explanations. However, 
these theories are also found wanting because they also somehow look at a backdrop to the actual 
dec is ion ; if not the logic of the situation, then on the logic of deci sion-making as process . This, 
Ringmar ins ists, sti l l  amounts to ducking the i ssue : 

The focus is a lways on the "hardware" of the decis ion-making process, as it were , 
not on matters of "software" : it is not what people think about their worlds-how 
they give it meaning-which concerns them, but instead how they go about 
mak ing decis ions .  [ . . .  ] The theory presupposes the prior exi stence of a 
meani ngful worl d, but i t  remains agnostic regarding how this world was created • 
( Ringmar 1 996 :  39) .2 

So, taking the lot of hi storical and social scientific theories together, Ri ngmar concludes that they 
may te l l  us things about what the general background to a deci sion was and how a decis ion was 
reached, but what they cannot do is te l l  us why that deci sion was more meaningful to the 
decis ion-makers than others . 

Ri ngmar' s second crucial move is to introduce a setting to the stories, that i s ,  other story­
tel l i ng entit ies. These "others" about whom the self tel l s  stories and who tel l stories about the 
self, is thus a constitutive part of story te l l ing. They are key audiences of the stories, and as 
such they partic ipate acti vely in the formation both of identity and interests, making both these 
concepts re lat ional : " In order to fi nd out whether a particular constitutive story is a val id 
description of us, it must first be tested in in teraction with others" (Ri ngmar ,  1 996 :  80) .  And 
again,  "Since all storie require audiences, it fo llows that we cannot formulate notions of interests 
in i solat ion from other people-we s imply can not want things alone" (Ringmar, I 996: 79) .  
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Leaving stories about actions behind and focusing on consti tut i ve stories (where actions 
st i l l  p lay a crucial part), Ri ngmar goes further in to how stories are confirmed. Confirmation 
cannot be g iven by just anybody, but only by those others which the self recogn ises and respects 
as be ing of a k ind to itse l f. This set of others are referred to as "c i rc les of recogni t ion ."  To a 
state, the c ircle of major importance wi l l  therefore be made up of other states . 

An instance wh ich is worthy of part icular theoretical attent ion is of course the one where 
others deny recogn i t ion to the self' s consti tut ive stories. In  this case, the storied self has three 
options : to accept stories told about i t  by others, to abandon the stories which are not recogn ised 
in favour of others or to stand by the orig inal story and to try to convince the audiences that i t  
in fact does app ly .  "Thus wh i le  the first two options mean that we accept the defin i tions forced 
upon us by others, the th ird option means that we force our own defin i t ion upon someone else" 
(Ringmar, 1 996: 82 ;  also 1 85 ) .  And typical ly ,  the way to do this is to act.  

The need to obtain recogn it ion for consti tut ive stories, Ringmar insists, wi l l  be greater at 
so-ca l led "format ive moments," peri ods of "symbol ic  hyper- inflati on-times when new emblems, 
fl ags, dress, codes , songs , fetes and rituals are continuously invented."  I t  w i l l  a lso be greater for 
social upstarts-newcomers approaching a c i rc le  of recogni t ion-than to others. Thus, "Social 
upstarts are l i ke ly to be very good rule-fol lowers ,  not primari ly because they fear pun ishment in 
accordance with the rule i f  they fai l ,  but because they want to be ident ified as members of the 
group where a part icu lar rule appl ies ." ( Ringmar, 1 996: 86) 

Having sketched out his narrative theory of action, Ringmar is ready to analyse particular 

act ions in terms of stories. The point of the analysis wil l  be to look at the story which a certain 
self, for example a state , te l l s  about the action and to do this in terms of the meaning which goes 
into the story . Then that particular act ion-for example the question of why a state goes to war, 
for example why Sweden went to war i n  1 630-wi l l  have to be subsumed ei ther under the 
category of "stories about interests and actions" or · ·constituti ve stories about ident i ty and act ion ." 
In order to determine this ,  Ringmar ( 1 996: 90-9 1 )  presents a check-l ist of four points a long the 
fol lowing l ines :  

( I )  Tradit ional expl anations phrased in terms of in terests should produce 
ambiguous, hi ghly contested or perverse result  

(2 )  The period in  which the action took p lace should correspond to what we have 
cal led a "formative moment ." It must be a period when new metaphors were 
launched, when indiv iduals and groups told new stories about themsel ves, and 
when new sets of rules emerged through which identit ies were c las i fied; 

( 3 )  The part icular person or group whose action we want to explain must be 
engaged in a process of ident ity creat ion .  It must be someone who te l l s 
consti tut ive stories and tries to establ ish a presence in both t ime and pace ; 
someone who constructs an affect ive geography of friend and enemies; someone 
who pays carefu l  attention to the ru les of the soc ial system to which he or she or 
it seeks to be long; 
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(4) We must identify an occasion, or a series of occasions, on which recognition 
was denied under humiliating circumstances. We need to prove that our person or 
group suffered as a result and that the failure of recognition was indeed 
experienced as a loss of dignity, worth and "face." 

13 

If these criteria are fulfilled, as Ringmar demonstrates that they were in the case of Sweden in 
1630, then an explanation of going to war in order to be recognised is convincing. 

Ringmar's  approach is nice not least because it presents itself as an explanation, and so 
may more effortlessly slide into the literature on the "causes" of war than most other identity 
scholarship. His work is particularly angled towards cases where aspiring states want to break 
into the system consisting of states which already recognise themselves as such. If, however, we 
want to study the outbreak of war more generally, as an outcome of concrete political processes 
where one particular "cause" such as a King's intention to have himself and his state 's  status 
recognised by other Kings and other states is not what we are interested in, then we need a more 
process-oriented understanding of how the representations of self and other are actually forged. 
The politics of representation is the home turf of poststructural identity scholarship, and it is to 
parts of this body of work that I turn next. 

Representation of Identity 

Looking at this body of schol arship, however, we find a number of interesting studies of 
how representing of self and other go hand in hand with the waging of war, but there is no one 
book or even article which, like Ringmar's, actually applies identity scholarship to the outbreak 
of war. Typically, however, a poststructural analysis demonstrates how in Der Derian's phrase 
the construction of self is implicated in the kil ling of the other. As the Schulte-Sasses ( 199 1: 72) 
put it , ''a society that uses representations of war as a means of unifying the body politic in an 
imaginary fashion needs an elaborate network of signs representing Oneness and Otherness." 

1 pick this text by the Schulte-Sasses for the reason that they highlight how, for a country 
such as the US, "nationalism is part and parcel of a production of signs that can best be described 
in cultural, historical, and psychoanalytic terms." ( 1 99 1 : 94) The explicit reference to 
psychoanalysis is of the essence here. They read the Gulf War as "a means of simulating a 
unified body politic." ( 199 1 :  68) The postulate is that there are two contradictory drives in 
modern society: one (which we have already discussed in connection with Mouffe el aboration 
of the political) which runs to agonistic politics, and one which is to do with the desire of each 
individual to imagine the body politic as unified, as socially cohesive. Governments, they argue, 
may try to shift attention away from the agonism of domestic politics towards aesthetic pleasure 
in the body politic by going to war. This tendency will be even stronger when traditional state 
strategies for mustering support such as repre entations of utopias have lost much of their lustre: 
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Media images become the postmodern he irs to narrat ive ly  constructed utopias.  

[ . . .  ] wars are at l east in part prope l led by thei r power to u n i fy the body pol i t ic  
and to in sti l l  i n  the state ' s  subjects the i l lu sion of  be ing masterfu l  agents of 

hi story . Th is i l lu s ion of  being a h i storical agent  is agai n an aesthet ic phenomenon;  

i t  demands the aesthetic representation of subst i tute!--. wi th  which we can i dent i fy 
and depends on image!-. that contain noth ing  me!--.sy or confus ing ,  such as dead 

bodies or a humanized enemy.  [ . . .  ] Wh i l e  experienc i ng oursel ves. co l lect i vely 
and indi v idual ly ,  as a u n i fied body,  we s imul taneous ly  fa l l  prey to the i l l u s ion that 

we can dec i pher and m aster the worl d. The danger is ,  of c ourse, that in 
experienc ing what "theory" l ikes to ca l l the joui ssance of master ing  the world as 

text and the text  as world, we cover up our actual impotence as age nts, which in 

turn worsens the nat ion ' s  mate rial  s i tuation ( economy. i n fras tructure,  educat ional  

system. etc . )  and i ncreases its dependence on images of superiori ty .  ( Schu l te­

Sasscs.  1 99 1 :  70-7 1 ) .  

Now, th is  ins ight  from psychoanalys is-which in IR  scho larsh ip  i s  se l dom made as 

expl ic i t  i s  i t  i s  here but which makes i ts  p resence fe l t  part icu larly i n  a Lacanian tapping ( for an 

ear ly example see Shapiro 1 992 )-is of course very i nterest ing .  and analyses of how such 

sequences p l ay themse l ves  out during \var  fight ing may be very informat i ve .  The major prob lem 

with this approach for our task.  however.  i s  that we have here a topic which may be ever-present 
in pol i t ics  and which may even he of grow ing importance. However, if it cannot be spec i fied 

more c learly how th i s  grow ing  importance is actua l ly  happe n i ng.  and how th i s  w i l l  vary ac ross 

t ime and space . this approach w i l l  remain as one of the many which may throw some general 
l i ght  on the outbreak of war. but which is  not specif ic enough to lend itse l f  to specific read in gs 

of how out breaks occur in certa in p laces and at certa in  t imes. and not others . One must also ask 
the more genera l quest ion of whether scholarsh ip  which sets  out to be anti -foundat ional ,  but  

which nonetheless puts so much store in an arguably foundational category of des i re as does th is  
one .  can st i l l  be considered to  be anti -foundat iona l .  

An unw i l l i ngness to be spec i fic enough i n  asking the . .  ho\v-poss ib le" quest ion when i t  

comes to  outbreak of war i s  a l so  a feature of  poststructural scholarsh ip  wh ich  d raws less heav i l y  
o n  t h e  psychoanalyt ica l  trad i t ion .  Among abu ndant examples ( B ehnke ,  1 997 ;  Hansen, 1 997: 

Neumann.  1 996) I choose to i l l ustrate the point by cas t ing  a g lance at Dav id Campbe l l ' s  book 

·writing Sernritr: United Stutes For1:ig11 Policy OJI(/ the Politics of Identit y . The main reason for 
choos ing th is  work is that in my v iew the overa l l  most successfu l  empi rical read ing of ident i ty 

that we have i n  IR.  The book i s  a th ick descri pt ion of  US fore ign  pol icy as a seamle . s web of 

discourse and pol i t ical  practice which has p layed i t se l f  out through a ser ies of  en gage ments with 

others from the t ime of Cortes and up to the Gulf War.  The US se l f  i s  un derstood as a narrat ive 

structure .  and it i s  argued that · ·For a state to end i ts pract ices of representat ion would be to 

expose i ts  lack or prediscursive foundat ions:  s tas is  wou ld be death" ( Campbe l l .  1 99 2 :  1 1  ) . Due 

to the ro le p layed by imm igrat ion in i t s  genes i s ,  the U n ited States i s  presented as the imagi ned 
community par excellence, and th is  is seen as an addi t ional factor which i ncreases i t s need of 

having its representat ional p ract ices recogn ised and confi rmed. 
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Campbell 's is an ethical concern ; he argues that the knack is for a human collective to 
be able to carry out its pra.ctices of representation while living in difference; that is, without 
"othcring" other collectives. This, however, is exactly what the United States has failed, and is 
still failing, to do. One of the consequences is that it is perpetually on the look-out for new 
collectives to other: 

If we take the cold war to be a struggle related to the production and reproduction 
of identity, the popularly heralded belief that we are witnessing the end of the cold 
war embodies a- misunderstanding : while the objects of established post- 1 945 
strategies of otherness may no longer be plausible candidates for enmity, their 
t rans formation has not by itself altered the entailments of identity which they 
satis fied (Campbell, 1 992 :  195) . 

Campbell gives a detailed reading of how foreign policy , with its focus on border maintenance, 
is a particularly apposite practice for identity formation, but also stresses the internal 
consequences of this. His reading of early US cold war diplomacy and the work of the 
Washington State Legislative Fact-Finding Committee on Un-American Activities, for example, 
stresses how 

concomitant with this external expansion was an internal magnification of the 
modes of existence which were to be interpreted as risks. Danger was being 
totalizcd in the external realm in conjunction with its increased individualization 
in the internal field, with the result being the preformative reconstitution of the 
borders of the state' s  identity . In this sense, the cold war needs to be understood 
as a disciplinary strategy that was global in scope but national in design 
( Campbell, 1 992: 1 72-73 ) .  

Once again, Campbell ' s  approach demonstrates how poststructural work throws up very 
interesting general insights, but do not engage directly the question of how the outbreak of 
specific wars is to be analysed in detail and compared to other cases and non-cases of outbreak 
of war. We need more formalism,  and I should like to suggest that one way of getting it (which 
brackets some poststructuralist concerns and highlights others) is to start off from the work done 
by the Copenhagen School of security studies. 

Introducing the Concept of "Violisation" to the Copenhagen School 

The third task to be tackled, then, is to look at how certain symbolic economies work 
to produce war as an outcome of ever more sharply defined friend/enemy relations. If the focus 
in task one is on actor intentions and in task two on re-presentation, the focus here is not on 
actors or re-presentations as such, but fir t and foremost on the markers or diacritica of the 
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boundaries of the actors. In  other words, the focus is on the stuff which del i neates and bounds 
the actors. The re levant task is to say something about how these diacri t ica are bound up with 
the outbreak of war. I shou ld l ike to suggest that thi s may be studied most effect ively by adding 
a smal l  but crucial supplemen tary factor to the work already done by Barry B uzan, Ole Wrever 
et a l .  on the concept of securi tisation .  

Indeed, i f  the exercise undertaken in th i s  paper i s  to  l i nk  l i teratures, i n  this case the 
innovation cal led for seems to be a rather incestuous one. I suggest that we spl ice the work done 
on what has been cal led the "Copenhagen School" of security studies (McSweeney , 1 996; Buzan 
& Wrever, 1 997) with the work which has appeared above some of the same signatures in what 
I have previously referred to as the "Copenhagen coterie" of identity studie ( eumann,  1 996: 
1 62 )  and extend i t  into the · l i terature on the outbreak of war. Spec i fical ly ,  this means adding a 
category of "viol i sation" to the Copenhagen concept of "securi t isat ion ." 

As Wa�ver ( 1 995 :  67 ) put it in the publ ished version of the 1 988 paper which launched 
the concept of securit isation, "S tate security ha sovereignty as its u l ti mate cr i teri on, and societal 
secur i ty has identity .  Both usages imply surv i va l .  A state that loses i t · sovere ignty does not 
survive as a state ; a society that loses its identity fears that i t  w i l l  no longer be ab le to l i ve as 

i tself. " For our purposes, the major problem with this dichotomisation, which I am quick to 
point out defin itely has its uses when it comes to opening up the debate on the referents of 
secur ity, is actual ly detrimental to the debate about the ou tbreaks of wars .  To dec lare war, after 
a l l ,  is st i l l  an ac t iv ity where state. play a c ruc ial role . Societies and society-lever groups may of 
course be active in a number of ways, both before and after the decl aration of war. There may 
be interesting gray areas where state col lapse begs the question of who e name the war is fought, 
there may be bands operat ing wi thout it being c lear what kind of status i f  any the state has 
conferred on them, etc .  The i. ue of c iv i l  war compl icates the picture further. The point for our 
purposes ,  however, i s  that the di ffe rent iation between state and society which as i t  were re legates 
questions of iden t i ty to the sphere of soc iety is not only unhelpfu l ,  but downright detrimental to 
attempt to l i nk  the issues of identity and war. Ded ifferent iation seems to be cal led for if the 
issue of outbreak of war is to be studied within a Copenhagen School framework. 

If these words may seem harsh to an outsider, I . hou ld th ink that (other) members of the 
Copenhagen School would read i ly accept them. After al l ,  in a preview of the next major co­
authored book by the School ,  Barry Buzan ( 1 997 : 1 3 ) writes that 

The Copenhagen School [ . . .  ] argues again t the view that the core of Security 
Studies is war and force [ . . .  ] In stead, i t  con truc ts a more radical view of 
Security S tudie by exploring threats to re ferent objects, and the secur i t ization of 
these threats, that are non-mi l itary as wel l as mi l i tary . 

Which,  it seems to me, is to say that the School has (so far) conscious ly avoided confron t ing the 
issue of outbreak of war, because i t  has seen the most press ing issues for immed iate theorisat ion 
as ly ing e l sewhere (see esp. Wcever, 1 996: I I 3n9 ) .  When it has been i n  a i tuat ion where the 
issue has proved unavoidable, as was the case in its centra l  work so far, Identity, Migration and 
the Nell' Sernrity Agenda in Europe (Wrever et al . ,  1 993) ,  wh ich indeed has a separate chapter 
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called "Societal security and the explosion of Yugoslavia," it has tackled the question by drawing 
up what is referred to as a checklist of causal components rather than attempting fully to integrate 
the issue into the proposed theoretical framework . 3 It is indicative of this indirect approach that 
the reference is to the "explosion" of Yugoslavia rather than to the outbreak of war.4 

I would argue that this exteriorisation of the issue of outbreak of war from the extant 
work of the Copenhagen School is relatively easily amended by a de-differentiating move which 
highlights that identity is also an aspect of sovereignty, and for this and other reasons has 
pert inence not only for society , but also for the state. Having suggested where the conceptual stop 
for linking identity and the outbreak is located, I now turn to the issue of how to dislodge it. 

The Copenhagen School argues that securitisation can be thought of as an extension of 
poli ticisation : 

issues become securitized when leaders (whether political, societal, or intellectual) 
begin to talk about them-and to gain the ear of the public and the state-in terms 
of ex istential threats against some valued referent object. [ . . .  ] Securitization can 
thus be seen as a more extreme vers ion of politicization. It is the intersubjective 
establishment of an existential threat with a saliency sufficient to have substantial 
political effects. In theory , any public issue can be located on the spectrum 
ranging from non-politicized (meaning that the state doesn't  deal with it, and it 
is not in any other way made an issue of public debate and decision) ;  through 
politicized (meaning that the issue is part of public policy, requiring government 
decision and resource allocation or more rarely some other form of communal 
governance) ; to securitized (meaning that the issue is presented as an existential 
threat requiring emergency measures, and justify ing actions outside the normal 
bounds of political procedure) .  In  principle, the placement of issues on this 
spect rum is open; depending on circumstances , any issue can end up on any part 
of the spectrum (Buzan, 1 997 : 14) .  

In terms of ident ity, then, politicisation is a matter of inscribing certain differences between self 
and other with meaning as the defining diacritica of self and other. That is, certain differences 
which have so far not been activated as part of the political, are being politicised, which makes 
it possible retrospectively to talk about them as having been "non-politicised" before they were 
"pol i t iciscd ." 

Now, securitisation, it will be recalled, is about inscribing diacritica of the political with 
the extra burden of defining what stuff which should make up the securi ty politics of a certain 
human collective. Wcever, who like other poststructur alist subscribes to a Schmittian definition 
of the political, tends to think about secur ity as existential or ontological politics-that is exactly 
the political at i ts most political, the questions of telling friend from enemy , of defining who 
"we" arc and, functionally , the threats to who "we" are. 

The theorem proposed is thus that stuff can be non-politicised, politicised or securitised, 
and that there exist four processes known respectively as politicistion, de-politicisation, 
sccur it isat ion and de-securitisation. Stuff, for example an identity , may be secur itised by the 
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performance of the speech act of inscribing that identity with mean i ng as part of security pol it ics, 
and de-securit ised by the speech act of unsubscri bing to such a representation . 

By high l i ght ing the importance of the speech act of securitization, the Copenhagen School 
performs the very importan t task of highl ighting the constructed, in trasubject ive character of the 
concept of securi ty and hence also of the modus operandi of security pol i t ics .  By using the 
concept of discourse in order to de-d ifferent iate words and act ion and analyse them separately, 
they have been able to carry out some very convinc ing work . The outbreak of war may of course 
also be conceptual i sed as a speech act-if one ' s  institutional station and one ' s  preparat ions are 
the right ones, pronouncing the words "I hereby dec lare war" is going to war.5 The waging of 
war, however, adds someth ing more to the speech act of dec lari ng war, and the crucial thing 
added is the use of force-that is ,  a violisation of pol i t ics .  Waging war is  by defin i tion not only 
a question of speech acts, but also of actions. A crucial role is p layed by the action of k i l l ing, 
and more general ly ,  by acts of v io lence which l i teral ly  inscribe the wil l  of one col lectiv i ty onto 
the physical bodies which make up the body polit ic that i s  another human col lective. The number 
of people k i l l ed-be that 3 1 7  (Richardson )  or 1 ,000 (Corre lates of War Project), is for good 
reason al most always made a defin ing trait of what war is (Wiberg, 1 976) . 

This, of course, is i n  and of itse l f  not news to anybody : for example, W'&-ver quotes 
Clausewitz to the effect that "War is an act of violence pushed to i ts utmost bounds" (quoted in  
Wcever, 1 995 :  53 ) .  When war- l ike act iv i ty does not  inc l ude acts of v io lence , they are referred to 
by modifiers: wars of posit ion, cold wars etc . So, in order to l i nk  the work of the Copenhagen 
School to the outbreak of war, I suggest that we d ifferent iate the concept of securit i sation so that 
securit isation is reserved for peech act which perform the tasks which B uzan, W'&-ver and other · 
have defi ned i t  as performing,  and then add a new category for the cases where l arge-scale 
violence is actual ly in evidence. 

Of course , identity is  already v iol i sed for example when an asylum centre is arsonised and 
people die as an effect ,  but what is  at issue here is  the outbreak of war, and therefore I suggest 
we fi x the threshold betwen securi t ist ion and v io l i sation at the point which is outbreak of war 
rather than at the point where one i ndividual dies. At issue, after a l l ,  is not societal security and 
the ident i ty/soc iety nexus, but identity and war, which I argued sti l l  impl icates the state very 
directly. Thus, for this purpose societal v iolence which is not i n tended to impinge on the question 
of state borders may be bracketed, and attention traced on cases where the issue is the re­
presentation of states as such. In this way, Clausewitz' formulation of war being the conti nuation 
of pol i t ics by other means can be slot ted directly, and not only indirectly,  i nto the Copenhagen 
School framework of pol i t ic isation and securit isat ion.  If we add a category of "vio l ised" to the 
three categories a lready in c i rcu lation in the Copenhagen School and also the two corresponding 
processes of "viol isation' ' and "de-viol isation," we get the fo l l owing extended cont inuum: 

Non-politicised -- politic ised -- securit ised -- v iolised 

Two questions then present themse lves: fi rs t ,  is there any reason why one should not modify the 
model in this way, and second, how do we draw on this in empirical reasearch .  
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The main argument against different iating the idea of securitisation as it already stands may be 
that this would detract attention from the speech act of security by once again in a traditional 
fashion pointing to the material factors at work in cases of large-scale violence. Even more 
problematically given that the work of the Copenhagen School has until now made perhaps most 
headway in opening up the question of the referent of security, by highlighting how identity 
pertains to states and not only to society, my proposed move would take some attention away 
from societal questions. For a number of purposes, this may indeed be a loss . The mirror image 
of such a cri tique would be complaints that reserving v iolence for actions which have a material 
character about them actually downplays the violence wrought by structural factors and by speech 
acts. As already noted, "The Copenhagen School [ . . .  ] argues against the view that the core of 
Security Studies is war and force." Adding a category of "violisation" at the extreme end of the 
continuum does of course have the effect of once again highlighting war and force. I should 
think, however, that this would be worth whi le, since Security Studies must of necessity tackle 
the i'ssue of outbreaks of war. The wish to widen the agenda and play down the absolutely 
overshadowing place traditionally taken up by this issue is definitely both understandable and 
laudable, but it cannot be taken so far that the war-baby is thrown out with its bathing water. If 
it is granted that the issue of outbreak of war is not integrated i n  the Copenhagen School 
framework as i t  stands, if i t  is granted that it should be, and if it cannot be i ntegrated i n  a better 
way than that proposed here, then I suggest that the concept of violisation be adopted. 

As for the question of empirical research, I should thi nk that an obvious first case to 
which the proposed extended continuum could be applied would be the outbreak of wars in  
former Yugoslavia (Eide ,  1 997). We have here a number of cases where national identities 
became not only securitised, but also violised. Serb and Croatian national identities ,  Bosniak 
polit ical identity and Muslim religious identity come to mind as examples. By contrast, 
Macedonian and Albanian ethn ic identities were securitised but not violised (I repeat that 
"violised" is suggested used only when violence takes place on a certain scale) . If it can be 
demonstrated that the outbreaks and non-outbreaks of war can usefully be analysed i n  terms of 
violisation of identity , then that would be very interesting i ndeed. If i t  turns out that the way 
identities were structured was not a crucial factor in the outbreaks of these wars, then that would 
be very interesti ng too. 

Conclusion 

Scholarship  on identity does throw up a number of insights which seem useful for a study 
of the outbreak of wars. For various reasons, however, most extant scholarship has largely been 
preoccupied with other forms of social interaction than those which have led to war or have come 
close to leaing to war. Once this focus is present, furthermore, the focus is not on the action of 
going to war itself, but on a plethora of other forms of human interaction which are to do with 
war. Between the specific and explanatory focus of Ringmar's  narrativist study of a King's 
intention and the general and critical focus of poststructural studies of how the self is implicated 
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in war, I suggested that the formal ised and process-oriented framework of the Copenhagen School 
stands out as a part icu larly promising pad from wh ich to l aunch empirical studies of ident i ty and 
the outbreak of war. The prerequi s i te, it is argued, is that the School adopt a concept of 
viol isati on, understood as the process whereby an already securi t ised issue such as identity 
becomes a casus belli over which b lood must run .  

Notes 

I .  This, Mouffe ( 1 994 :  1 08 )  argues, is because " l iberal thought employs a logic of the 
soc ial based on a conception of being as presence, and which concei ves of object iv i ty as bei ng 
inherent to th ings themse lves. This is why it is imposs ib le for l i beral thought to recogni ze that 
there can only be an identity when it is constructed as a 'd i fference, '  and that any soc ial 
objectivity is  consti tuted by the enactment of power." 

2. A l l  this is to say that Ringmar brackets what may perhaps be cal led the "second wave" 
of cogni t ive l iterature on ideas, frames, logic of action etc . which began to blossom as h i s  own 
project neared conclusion, for examples see Goldste in & Keohane ( 1 993) ,  Risse-Kappen ( 1 994) ;  
for a crit ique of  th i s  l i terature see Laffey & Weldes (fo rthcoming) .  

3 .  The choice of soc iety rather than commun i ty may have been coincidental-in 
mainstream pol i t ical theory of the 1 980s and 1 990s, "communitariani sm" has approached some 
of the same problems, and have h igh l ighted the issue of identity as wel l  (cf. , for example, 
Mouri tzen forthcoming) .  W ith the exception of Nick Rengger, however, IR has stuck to "society," 
and this alone is probably the reason why soc iety was chosen i nstead of secur i ty .  

4 .  Let me be tota l ly  c lear that the issue here is ei ther the chapter as such, which is  very 
i nterest ing,  or the general thrust of the research done by its author Hakan Wiberg, who actual ly  
devoted an ent ire chapter to  an  early book on  Peace Research to  "war and i t s  causes" (Wiberg, 
1 975 :  99) .  These two factors, i t  seems to me, weaken other expl anations of the fai l ure so far of 
the Copenhagen School to integrate the issue of outbreak of war and thus actual ly  strengthens 
my argument .  

5 .  Of course , what turns out retrospectively to have been the outbreak of war can happen 
wi thout there being a previous overt speech act of decl aration of war, as when Japan attacked the 
US i n  1 94 1  wi thout prev ious notice. This need not detai n us further here. 
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