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Abstract
Irredentist disputes have produced distinct political ethnoterritories under the de jure sovereignty of
recognised parent states, but the de facto political authority of external national homelands. This study
problematises the relationship between national homeland and claimed ethnoterritory as a nested game in
which, in addition to bargaining with each other, they face internal competition, outbidding, and chang-
ing costs of conflict, ultimately reducing commitment to external-facing bargains. This study contends
that homelands pursuing irredentist conflict can reduce uncertainty and increase commitment from eth-
noterritories by building hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids that link ethnoterritorial publics’
and elites’ political survival and livelihoods to supporting homelands’ preferences. Further, these struc-
tures marginalise alternative elites who may seek to contravene preferences by escalating conflict and
increasing costs on homelands or bargaining across ethnic cleavages. Case studies of protracted conflicts in
Cyprus, Kosovo, and Croatia support this argument and further find that public-sector distribution linked
to the homeland is most effective in reducing competition and uncertainty, thereby increasing long-term
commitment to preferences.
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Protracted irredentist conflicts have proven the most difficult to resolve owing to shared cross-
border identities, complex patronage networks, and social solidarity rooted in conflict.1 The
complexity of irredentist conflicts is found in the incongruence of states’ administrative borders
and the imagined boundaries of national communities, shaping cross-border identities and chal-
lenging state sovereignty. Irredentist conflicts and disputes centre on the nationalist drive to reunite
a national community or culturally significant ethnoterritory – a terra irredenta – that is ‘trapped’
beyond the de jure borders of a national homeland. Though once a predominant mode of state-
building in Europe, the growth of international law, human rights protections, and territorial
integrity norms after the Second World War saw a decline in the permissibility of irredentism and
rising costs imposed upon states pursuing it.2 This is not to say irredentist ambitions disappeared,
as national groups persisted outside the legally defined borders of their homelands who in turn
claimed a right to protect their co-nationals. Accordingly, pursuit of irredentist conflicts, or even
disputes short of armed confrontations, in this normative environment resulted in the confounding

1Chester A. Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela R. Aall, Taming Intractable Conflicts: Mediation in the Hardest Cases
(Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2004).

2This owes in part to the centrality of irredentist and revanchist territorial claims in the Second World War’s onset. See
MarkW. Zacher, ‘The territorial integrity norm: International boundaries and the use of force’, International Organization, 55:2
(2001), pp. 215–50;MarkusKornprobst, Irredentism in European Politics: Argumentation, Compromise andNorms (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008).
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situation of ethnoterritories under the de jure sovereignty of one state (‘parent state’), but the de
facto political authority of another. This study addresses the dyadic relationship between home-
lands initiating irredentist disputes and the ethnoterritories or terras irredenta that are the subjects
of those disputes.

Extant studies of cross-border and proxy conflict tend to equate shared ethnicity with congru-
ent preferences, even drawing on ethnic affinity as a heuristic for shared preferences.3 Conversely,
work on internal dynamics of irredentism and separatism highlights the role of intra-communal
competition over resources and public support as driving and prolonging conflict, demonstrating
assumptions of stable and shared preferences to be insufficient.4 This study problematises the rela-
tionship between an ethnic homeland and a terra irredenta as a nested game of simultaneous and
constant political competition. Decision-making elites in both arenas suffer from a commitment
problem in their dyadic relations – that they are uncertain of the other’s commitment to pref-
erences due to internal political competition. Congruent preferences, and commitment to them,
are not inherent, but the outcome of a homeland constraining political competition and thereby
political autonomy within a disputed ethnoterritory. How then do national homelands gain this
compliance via stable commitments in the context of irredentist conflicts?

This study contends that homelands can efficiently attain stable commitments to discrete
dispute-related preferences from terras irredenta through cross-border clientelism. Political clien-
telism is commonly understood as a non-programmatic form of politics in which elite patrons
exchange inducements for the political fealty of clients. While this is associated with such indi-
vidual practices as vote-buying, collectively clientelism can stabilise political relationships, reduce
competition within communities or even parties, and constrain the autonomy of political elites
to challenge a leader.5 In his analysis of post-transition political order in Eurasia, Henry Hale
attributes political stability to the creation of hegemonic clientelist pyramids that define who is
in the political order, and therefore the recipients of benefits, by virtue of acquiescence to the poli-
cies and preferences of the leader at the pyramid’s peak, and who is excluded. In application to
irredentist disputes, the initiating homeland’s government functions as the patron at the top of the
pyramid, with decision-making autonomy and control over the flow of resources down the pyra-
mid to intermediaries, ethnic elites in the disputed ethnoterritory, and co-national publics. Receipt
of inducements is conditional on upward support for, or at least non-opposition to, the homeland’s
preferences at risk of exclusion from the pyramid. The outcome is twofold. One is reduced political
competition in the ethnoterritory that marginalises elites and constituencies with divergent pref-
erences from the homeland. The other is the protraction of conflict in a state of indeterminacy,
whereby resolution is contingent upon support from the homeland and undermined by prolonged
links between ethnoterritorial political factions capable of governance and an external homeland.

In explaining this puzzle of simultaneous intra-group competition and commitment to external
preferences, and acknowledging the complexity of protracted conflicts, hegemonic cross-border
clientelist pyramids constitute a causal mechanism that intervenes to produce the observed out-
come of congruent preferences between homeland and ethnoterritory.6 Cross-border co-nationals
and a claimed ethnoterritory do not necessarily result in protracted irredentist disputes in which
the claimed ethnoterritory commits to the preferences of a homeland. Rather such disputes are

3See Lars-Erik Cederman, Luc Girardin, and Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, ‘Ethnonationalist triads: Assessing the influence of
kin groups on civil wars’,World Politics, 61:3 (2009), pp. 403–37; Idean Salehyan, ‘The delegation of war to rebel organizations’,
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 54:3 (2010), pp. 493–515; Idean Salehyan, Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, andDavid E. Cunningham,
‘Explaining external support for insurgent groups’, International Organization, 65:4 (2011), pp. 709–44.

4Nina Caspersen, Contested Nationalism: Serb Elite Rivalry in Croatia and Bosnia in the 1990s (New York: Berghahn Books,
2010); Milton J. Esman, ‘Perspectives on ethnic conflict in industrialized societies’, in Milton J. Esman (ed.), Ethnic Conflict in
the Western World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019), pp. 371–90.

5Allen Hicken, ‘Clientelism’, Annual Review of Political Science, 14:1 (2011), pp. 289–310; Mihail Chiru, ‘Clientelism, party
organization and intra-party democracy’, Comparative Political Studies (2024), pp. 1–34.

6Derek Beach, ‘It’s all about mechanisms: What process-tracing case studies should be tracing’,New Political Economy, 21:5
(2016), pp. 463–72.
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observed where this mechanism is present. In practical terms, clientelism is a strategic solution
for the homeland to ensure commitment from the ethnoterritory, thus granting it greater lee-
way to pursue its preferences for the dispute with less uncertainty due to competition at the
ethnoterritorial level.

This study is certainly not the first to problematise and interrogate dyadic relations between
patron states and client groups. Studies of topics such as colonisation or regime change centre
the asymmetric relations between powerful states and local client elites. Studies of cross-border
party networks, such as Hungarian parties in Romania and Slovakia or Hindutva parties in Nepal,
similarly highlight how patron states may use ethnic affinity to seek favourable policies in parent
states. The cross-border clientelism explanation differs in two areas. First, it is not a strictly elite-
level bargain between a government and client parties or strongmen, but a simultaneous two-stage
bargain between elites in both arenas, and ethnoterritorial elites and their publics. Second is the
ability of homelands to monitor and constrain the choices of ethnoterritorial elites, both limiting
meaningful political choice and allowing them to change preferences and expect compliance from
the ethnoterritory. This entails lower autonomy of ethnoterritorial elites to make decisions and
illiberal or anti-pluralist tendencies at the local level. While this differs from coercive and elite-led
practices of empire-building, it pertains to post–Second World War disputes in an international
context non-permissive to imperial and irredentist expansion.7 As such, hegemonic cross-border
clientelist pyramid-building is an alternative form of claim-making that results in the persistence
of disputed ethnoterritories under the de jure sovereignty of one state and the de facto political
decision-making authority of another without the formal expansion of state borders. Ultimately
recognition of cross-border clientelism in irredentist conflict not only contributes to understand-
ings of modern ethnonationalist conflict, but also contributes practically to understandings and
strategies of conflict resolution.

In the following section I outline a theory of cross-border clientelism derived from the problems
of commitment in a nested game andbuilding onBrubaker’s concept of a ‘triadic nexus’ in interstate
ethnic politics.8 After a brief discussion of case selection and research design, I trace three cases of
clientelism in irredentist disputes in Cyprus, Kosovo, and Croatia. I conclude by comparing case
findings and considering broader implications for the study and practice of peacemaking.

Clientelism and commitment problems in a nested irredentist game
Irredentism centres on the claim that a co-national community is trapped beyond the legally recog-
nised borders of a state, which seeks to rectify this incongruence through territorial expansion
to encompass co-national-inhabited territory.9 Rogers Brubaker’s conceptualisation of nationalist
politics in post-communist Europemodels this as a ‘triadic nexus’ between a sovereign parent state,
an ethnic minority within its borders, and an external national ‘homeland’ with influence over the
minority’s politics (Figure 1).10 Departing from assumptions of congruent preferences between
external homelands and minority communities in terras irredenta, their relationship in their dyad
of the triadic nexus reflects a ‘nested game’. Following Tsebelis, nested games entail political actors
bargaining simultaneously in external- and distinct internal-facing arenas.11 Decisions taken in
one arena are affected by evaluation of costs and outcomes in the other. Optimal decisions are thus
constrained by the set of arenas and their conditions in which decision makers simultaneously
bargain.

7Kornprobst, Irredentism in European Politics.
8Rogers Brubaker, ‘Nationalminorities, nationalizing states, and external national homelands in theNewEurope’,Daedalus,

124:2 (1995), pp. 107–32.
9Donald L. Horowitz, ‘Irredentas and secessions: Adjacent phenomena, neglected connections’, in Smith (ed.), Ethnicity and

Nationalism (Leiden: Brill, 1992), pp. 118–30; Kornprobst, Irredentism in European Politics.
10Brubaker, ‘National minorities’; also Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 1985).
11George Tsebelis, Nested Games: Rational Choice in Comparative Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).
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Figure 1. Triadic Nexus.

The commitment problem inherent in nested games, particularly in international politics, is
that simultaneous internal-facing competition weakens commitments in external-facing arenas. In
Putnam’s conceptualisation of ‘two-level games’ in negotiations, a state’s negotiator is constrained
in their commitments to other states by coalitions in the domestic political arena, and failure to
satisfy domestic demands results in the failure of negotiations or removal of the negotiator.While a
more domestically constrained negotiator may have more leverage, their commitment is less cred-
ible to negotiating partners.12 Domestically, such internal-facing features as leadership turnover,
the size of coalition governments, ability to logroll policies, unity of the opposition, and key social
groups, all constrain commitments in external-facing bargains.13 Similarly, consociationalism the-
orists contend that higher levels of political engagement and competition within identity groups
limit their ability to commit to bargains with other groups.14

In the irredentist context, the homeland and ethnoterritory bargain with each other over the
conduct and preferences for a conflict or dispute, while each has its own distinct internal-facing
arena.15 In the homeland’s internal-facing arena, preferences and commitments are affected by
domestic competition and external constraints imposed upon states for pursuing irredentist claims.
Instrumentalist studies of irredentism find governments pursue irredentist claims when bidding
for support from constituents or key players with cross-border kin or who covet symbolic ter-
ritory.16 Similarly, where superordinate groups are near parity with others, or states have strict
majoritarian or military regimes, governments may pursue irredentism to solidify support from
key factions or reward allies.17 Irredentist claims are not inherent in states with cross-border kin,

12Robert D. Putnam, ‘Diplomacy and domestic politics: The logic of two-level games’, International Organization, 42:3
(1988), pp. 427–60.

13Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Taking preferences seriously: A liberal theory of international politics’, International Organization,
51:4 (1997), pp. 513–53; Scott Wolford, ‘The turnover trap: New leaders, reputation, and international conflict’, American
Journal of Political Science, 51:4 (2007), pp. 772–88; Sibel Oktay, Governing Abroad: Coalition Politics and Foreign Policy in
Europe (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2022).

14Paul Mitchell, Geoffrey Evans, and Brendan O’Leary, ‘Extremist outbidding in ethnic party systems is not inevitable:
Tribune parties in Northern Ireland’, Political Studies, 57:2 (2009), pp. 397–421; Christopher M. Jackson, ‘Dominant party
politics and ethnic coordination after conflict: The Serb list in Kosovo’, Democratization, 30:6 (2023), pp. 989–1014.

15Caspersen identifies three ‘audiences’ of note in a separatist ethnic conflict that are all the subject of competition – external
homelands, intra-communal elites, and co-ethnic publics. See Caspersen, Contested Nationalism.

16StephenM. Saideman, ‘Inconsistent irredentism? Political competition, ethnic ties, and the foreign policies of Somalia and
Serbia’, Security Studies, 7:3 (1998), pp. 51–93; Ariel Zellman, “‘Hawking” territorial conflict: Ethnopopulism and nationalist
framing strategies’, East European Politics, 35:4 (2019), pp. 474–95.

17David S. Siroky and Christopher W. Hale, ‘Inside irredentism: A global empirical analysis’, American Journal of Political
Science, 61:1 (2017), pp. 117–28; Christopher Hale and David Siroky, ‘Irredentism and institutions’, British Journal of Political
Science, 53:2 (2023), pp. 498–515.
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nor are they stable or durable, but rather shaped by domestic competition and institutions as a strat-
egy to build and maintain support. Support for irredentism, though, may be curbed or affected by
threats of sanctions or proffered rewards to moderate certain positions.18

On the ethnoterritory’s side of the dyad, commitment is constrained by unique local formal,
informal, and social institutions that develop in the circumstances of ethnic segmentation or con-
flictwith the parent state. Crisis, conflict, and breakdownof state institutions can lead ethnic groups
to turn inward for protection and services,19 empowering certain elites able to provide sought-after
public goods such as food, medicine, and physical protection. Many subsequently have the incen-
tive to preserve the status quo.20 Numerous studies demonstrate variation in rebel, criminal, and
non-state governance in such settings, highlighting the importance of reciprocal relations between
publics and elites needed to maintain their positions.21 The result is a multiplex of actors and the
emergence of multiple decentralised clientelist pyramids headed by elites able to supply sought-
after goods, including protection during conflict.22 These reciprocal relationships are neither static
nor guaranteed. Ethnic segmentation may lead elites to outbid one another for in-group support
with exclusionary positions towards out-groups.23 Alternatively, groupmembers may shift support
to elites best able to provide material rewards or patronage.24 While ethnic segments remain stable
in the short term and serve as boundaries for distribution, leadership within segments is subject
to competition.25

Multiplicity of actors and incentives coupled with political competition (see Figure 2) in
internal-facing arenas limits the credibility of commitments in the external-facing arena between
homeland and ethnoterritory. Commitment to pursuing one’s preferences from the other may last
only as long as a leader or faction’s tenure in power, and is affected by changing costs of con-
flict. Long-term commitment to preferences, including preferences that change, is more credible
externally for sides with less competitive internal-facing arenas.

Competing explanations: Commitment by force or co-option?
Before outlining an explanation of cross-border clientelist pyramid-building, I consider two com-
peting explanations of inducing commitment to an external state’s preferences and the problems
they present. These explanations are based upon observations and analyses of military occupation,
colonisation, and regime change – practices of state expansion in effect ruled out for most states in

18For example, Serbia was coerced to moderate irredentist support by costly sanctions imposed upon it during the Bosnian
War, while Hungary was convinced to renounce irredentism in the 1990s in exchange for Euro-Atlantic integration. See Nina
Caspersen, ‘Belgrade, Pale, Knin: Kin-state control over rebellious puppets?’, Europe-Asia Studies, 59:4 (2007), pp. 621–41;
Zsuzsa Csergő and James M. Goldgeier, ‘Kin-state activism in Hungary, Romania, and Russia: The politics of ethnic demogra-
phy’, in Tristan James Mabry et al. (eds), Divided Nations and European Integration (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2013), pp. 89–126.

19David A. Lake, ‘Why does ethnicity increase in salience as political order decays?’, Ethnopolitics, 16:1 (2017), pp. 82–8.
20Charles King, ‘The benefits of ethnic war: Understanding Eurasia’s unrecognized states’, World Politics, 53:4 (2001),

pp. 524–52; Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler, and Måns S ̈oderbom, ‘On the duration of civil war’, Journal of Peace Research, 41:3
(2004), pp. 253–73.

21Paul Staniland, Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and Collapse (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2014); Ana Arjona, Rebelocracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Christopher Blattman et al., ‘Gang Rule:
Understanding and Countering Criminal Governance’, NBER Working Paper Series (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of
Economic Research, 2021).

22Staniland, Networks of Rebellion.
23Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Caspersen, Contested Nationalism.
24James D. Fearon, ‘Why ethnic politics and pork tend to go together’, in SSRC–MacArthur Sponsored Conference on

Ethnic Politics and Democratic Stability (SSRC–MacArthur Sponsored Conference on Ethnic Politics and Democratic Stability,
University of Chicago, 1999); John Ishiyama, ‘Do ethnic parties promote minority ethnic conflict?’, Nationalism and Ethnic
Politics, 15:1 (2009), pp. 56–83; Mitchell et al., ‘Extremist outbidding in ethnic party systems’.

25Kanchan Chandra, Why Ethnic Parties Succeed: Patronage and Ethnic Head Counts in India (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).
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6 Christopher M. Jackson

Figure 2. Nested Game in the Ethnoterritory.

the post-1945 system.One explanation is the administration of claimed territory and its population
by coercive occupation. The external or claim-initiating state rules by overwhelming coercive
force capable of repressing alternative elite-level opposition and public dissent.26 This strategy
hinges upon a state’s capacity to deploy repressive force superior to potential local resistance.27
Coercive rule and exclusion of sections of the population and elite cadres from governance, how-
ever, increase nationalist support for rebellion and require increasing repressive capacity and more
active repression over time.28

The other explanation is the co-option of local elites to administer claimed territory on the
claiming state’s behalf. Rather than repressive force, this strategy hinges on availability and polit-
ical organisation of local elite cadres. This is argued to decrease incentives and opportunities for
rebellion or opposition and ismost effectivewhen ex ante dominant factions are recruited,meaning
less viable alternative elites to challenge them.29

Elite co-option strategies suffer from two problems that limit elites’ commitment to external-
facing preferences. First, elites most viable for co-option due to specialised knowledge or social
and political standing, are also those most likely to have private information and preferences, and
to deviate from the external state’s preferences to pursue their own interests.30 For example, elites
suited to secure borders and control peripheral regions are also the most able to escalate con-
flicts for personal gain, passing costs to state governments which must adapt to a new status quo.31
Second, recruited elites are limited in their ability to commit to externally derived preferences by
their local selectorates. If the external state’s and local selectorate’s preferences differ, co-opted elites

26Jeremy Ferwerda and Nicholas L. Miller, ‘Political devolution and resistance to foreign rule: A natural experiment’,
American Political Science Review, 108:3 (2014), pp. 642–60.

27John Gerring et al., ‘An institutional theory of direct and indirect rule’, World Politics, 63:3 (2011), pp. 377–433.
28Roger D. Petersen, Resistance and Rebellion: Lessons from Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001);

Ferwerda and Miller, ‘Political devolution’.
29Gerring et al., ‘An institutional theory’; Ferwerda and Miller, ‘Political devolution’; Francisco Garfias and Emily A. Sellars,

‘When state building backfires: Elite coordination and popular grievance in rebellion’, American Journal of Political Science,
66:4 (2022), pp. 977–92.

30Salehyan, ‘The delegation of war’; Gerring et al., ‘An institutional theory’.
31Nicholas D. Anderson, ‘Push and pull on the periphery: Inadvertent expansion in world politics’, International Security,

47:3 (2023), pp. 136–73.
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face the prospect of ousting and instability, including loss of foreign patronage, replacement by
alternative elites, or armed rebellion from the population.32

Clientelist pyramids and political order
The explanation posited in this study does not argue against the existence of violent coercion
or co-option in disputed ethnoterritories. Both are features of hegemonic clientelist pyramid-
building.33 Rather these strategies alone do not resolve the problem of commitment to external
preferences, especiallywhen external preferences conflictwith those held by local elites andpublics.
Construction of hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids resolves the issues of rebellion and
elite autonomy or ‘agency slack’ by conditioning political viability on support for preferences,
thereby co-opting or marginalising potential challengers, and by reducing the incentives for local
ethnoterritorial publics to pursue autonomous preferences politically.

Comparative political studies understand clientelism as non-programmatic conditional distri-
bution that exchanges inducements from patrons for political support or ‘fealty’.34 Clientelism is
characteristically dyadic, conditional, hierarchical, and non-programmatic, intended to induce
fealty or deference within a client population.35 Clientelism is not characterised by specific induce-
ments – which could include payments, employment, promotion, favour with the bureaucracy, or a
host of other options – but rather the targeting of specific constituencies either for political support
or to encourage abstention from participation.36 By exchanging inducements from higher tiers to
lower, political elites can reduce uncertainty.

In his seminal work on clientelism in Southeast Asia, James Scott conceptualises a ‘clientelist
pyramid’ linking a single patron at the peak to a broad clientele at the base by distributing induce-
ments downward through tiers of intermediaries or brokers.37 The downward distribution of
inducements and the upward flow of political fealty results in an exclusionary system in which only
the top of the pyramid has decision-making autonomy.38 The outcome is a stable political order of
intermediaries and clients deferential to policy choices made at the highest tier. Intermediaries
recruited into the middle tiers of clientelist pyramids may include local community notables with
existing networks that can be subsumed or politically popular actors, who attract support and can
monitor compliance.39

32Alexander B. Downes,Catastrophic Success: Why Foreign-Imposed Regime Change GoesWrong (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2021).

33Henry E. Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective, 1st ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014).

34Allen Hicken, ‘Clientelism’, Annual Review of Political Science, 14:1 (2011), pp. 289–310; Isabela Mares and Lauren E.
Young, ‘The core voter’s curse: Clientelistic threats and promises in Hungarian elections’, Comparative Political Studies, 51:11
(2018), pp. 1441–71.

35Anna Grzymala-Busse, ‘Beyond clientelism: Incumbent state capture and state formation’, Comparative Political Studies,
41:4–5 (2008), pp. 638–73; Hicken, ‘Clientelism’; Mitchell et al., ‘Extremist outbidding in ethnic party systems’.

36In this context ‘patronage’ can be understood as a subset of clientelism in the which the exchanged inducements are
state resources, such as public funds or public sector jobs. Hicken, ‘Clientelism’; Jordan Gans-Morse, Sebastián Mazzuca, and
Simeon Nichter, ‘Varieties of clientelism: Machine politics during elections’, American Journal of Political Science, 58:2 (2014),
pp. 415–32.

37James C. Scott, ‘Patron–client politics and political change in Southeast Asia’, American Political Science Review, 66:1
(1972), pp. 91–113.

38Lucan A. Way, ‘Authoritarian state building and the sources of regime competitiveness in the fourth wave: The cases of
Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine’, World Politics, 57:2 (2005), pp. 231–61; Hale, Patronal Politics.

39Hicken, ‘Clientelism’; Ora John Reuter, ‘Regional patrons and hegemonic party electoral performance in Russia’, Post-
Soviet Affairs, 29:2 (2013), pp. 101–35; Edward Aspinall and Allen Hicken, ‘Guns for hire and enduring machines: Clientelism
beyond parties in Indonesia and the Philippines’, Democratization, 27:1 (2020), pp. 137–56; Nico Ravanilla, Dotan Haim,
and Allen Hicken, ‘Brokers, social networks, reciprocity, and clientelism’, American Journal of Political Science, 66:4 (2022),
pp. 795–812.
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Firms and employers also serve as key brokers or intermediaries in a clientelist pyramid. Public-
sector firms, civil services, or firms with state contracts are particularly prone to co-option into
pyramids given existing flows of resources, budgets, and contracts, which can be increased or
withheld to induce political fealty.40 Continuous exchanges via publicly linked firms and the possi-
bility of withholding rewards at any point, not just during election periods, can reduce monitoring
problems inherent in clientelism – that the client receiving a reward will reciprocate with fealty.41

Pyramidical clientelism as described by Scott and others entails hierarchical exchange between
horizontal segments, conditional on the lower tier reciprocating. Each segment provides fealty in
return for an inducement from the segment above, such as a party leader providing resources
to regional brokers, who provides resources to neighbourhood organisers, who in turn mobilise
voters with resources. In both democracies and autocracies clientelist exchange is commonly asso-
ciated with election-time vote-buying, but can extend to other forms of fealty.42 Inducements
flowing down the pyramid via tiers of brokers to broader clients include rewards ranging from
cash payments to favours with bureaucracy, or club goods such as development projects or ‘pork’
targeting a collective group.43 Alternatively negative inducements may flow downward, such as
threats, harassment, or targeted investigations, or the threat of being cut off from existing bene-
fits – a particularly salient mechanism where clientelist linkages are already established that can
deter reneging from existing commitments.44 In return, political fealty flowing back up the pyra-
mid includes not only votes, but turnout of undecided voters, abstention that depresses turnout
for opposition, or rewards for loyalty that maintains key constituencies.45 As such, non-opposition,
either as positive affirmation of policy or refraining from supporting alternative elites, is a primary
outcome.

In ethnically segmented settings characteristic of irredentist disputes, publics may be induced
to support co-ethnics and deterred from inter-segment voting or service-seeking by in-group
distribution of rewards, dense communal networks that increase information, and the threat of
intra-communal punishment for crossing ethnic boundaries.46 While political support may be
bounded by ‘psychic rewards’ of supporting co-ethnics, the promise of patronage or material ben-
efits from differing co-ethnic elites can shift to political support within segments to elites best able
to deliver benefits (see Figure 2).47 Pyramidical clientelismwithin segments reduces instability and
the viability of alternative elites who may seek to escalate a conflict by outbidding or to moderate
and resolve a conflict.48 A secondary effect of clientelism is to build support for a patron by frac-
turing potentially viable opposition.49 Alternative elites outside of the pyramidical structure lack
the same resources for mobilising support and may lose supporters who receive superior rewards
from those within the pyramid, or their supporters may be less incentivised to turn out than in-
pyramid rivals, depressing their support. Hegemonic clientelist structures deprive the public and
intermediaries of meaningful exit options from clientelist relationships, as support for alternative,

40Reuter, ‘Regional patrons’; Timothy Frye, Ora John Reuter, and David Szakonyi, ‘Political machines at work: Voter
mobilization and electoral subversion in the workplace’, World Politics, 66:2 (2014), pp. 195–228.

41Allen Hicken andNoah L. Nathan, ‘Clientelism’s red herrings: Dead ends and new directions in the study of nonprogram-
matic politics’, Annual Review of Political Science, 23:1 (2020), pp. 277–94; Aspinall and Hicken, ‘Guns for hire’.

42Herbert Kitschelt and Steven I Wilkinson (eds), Patrons, Clients and Policies: Patterns of Democratic Accountability and
Political Competition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

43Chandra, Why Ethnic Parties Succeed; Kitschelt and Wilkinson, Patrons, Clients and Policies.
44Mares and Young, ‘The core voter’s curse’.
45Gans-Morse et al., ‘Varieties of clientelism’.
46James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, ‘Explaining interethnic cooperation’, American Political Science Review, 90:4 (1996),

pp. 715–35; Fearon, ‘Why ethnic politics and pork’; James Habyarimana et al., ‘Why does ethnic diversity undermine public
goods provision?’ American Political Science Review, 101:4 (2007), pp. 709–25.

47Chandra, Why Ethnic Parties Succeed.
48Mitchell et al., ‘Extremist outbidding in ethnic party systems’; Jackson, ‘Dominant party politics and ethnic coordination’;

Chiru, ‘Clientelism, party organization and intra-party democracy’.
49Jennifer Gandhi and Elvin Ong, ‘Committed or conditional Democrats? Opposition dynamics in electoral autocracies’,

American Journal of Political Science, 63:4 (2019), pp. 948–63.
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Figure 3. Cross-Border Pyramidical Clientelism.

programmatic elites is tantamount to material loss or forfeiting political viability.50 Consequently,
the political autonomy of both the public and intermediaries is forfeited for political survival or
material well-being in the pyramidical structure.

Hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids and irredentist conflict
Adaptation of pyramidical clientelism fromcomparative intra-state politics to the interstate politics
of irredentism requires clarification. First, as illustrated in Figure 3, the top of the clientelist pyra-
mid is the government of the homeland, functioning as a patron, from which inducements flow
downward across recognised borders. Studies of unrecognised or ‘de facto’ states note the asym-
metrical flow of resources from ‘patron states’ upon which unrecognised states depend, including
resources with political conditionality attached.51 It is further recognised that separatist elites may
bid for material and political support from patron governments as an ‘audience’ of their actions.52

Second is consideration of the co-option of intermediaries as brokers in the pyramid with dif-
fering status – such as local political leaders, militia leaders, religious figures, or bureaucrats. Such
figures may attain in-group status during conflict, and therefore face the choice to retain their
autonomy or maintain political survival by entering the pyramid and subjugating themselves to an
external patron’s preferences.53 Last is the question of the fealty that flows upward in the pyramid
in return for inducements. Rather than votes in the external state’s elections, cross-border induce-
ments produce two types of fealty: (1) publics agree to support local intermediaries as political

50Mona M. Lyne, ‘Rethinking economics and institutions: The voter’s dilemma and democratic accountability’, in Kitschelt
and Wilkinson, Patrons, Clients, and Policies, pp. 159–81.

51Pål Kolstø, ‘The sustainability and future of unrecognized quasi-states’, Journal of Peace Research, 43:6 (2006), pp. 723–40;
Direnc Kanol and Nur Koprulu, ‘Quality of democracy in unrecognized states: Lessons from Northern Cyprus’, Southeast
European and Black Sea Studies, 17:3 (2017), pp. 389–402; Giorgio Comai, ‘Conceptualising post-Soviet de facto states as small
dependent jurisdictions’, Ethnopolitics, 17:2 (2018), pp. 181–200; Helge Blakkisrud et al., ‘Does recognition matter? Exploring
patron penetration of de-facto state structures’, Territory, Politics, Governance (forthcoming), pp. 1–22.

52Caspersen, Contested Nationalism.
53This question has been explored in the context of international democracy-building interventions and argued to under-

mine the quality of democracy. Christoph Zürcher et al., Costly Democracy: Peacebuilding and Democratization after War
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013).
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10 Christopher M. Jackson

elites, and (2) local elites, legitimised by public support, agree not to oppose the patron gov-
ernment’s discrete preferences. The reduction of competition, particularly outbidding to secure
support from the ethnoterritorial public, resolves both the two-principal problem highlighted by
Downes, and themore general commitment problem noted by Putnam, that external commitment
is limited by internal competition.

The primary outcome of hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids is stable commitment to
the homeland’s preferences in the conflict, meaning reduced uncertainty on the homeland side of
the dyad. The fracturing of political orders during conflict creates multiple decentralised clientelist
pyramids headed by rebel or militia leaders, warlords, or military officers.54 Elite-level competition
over resources, funding, and local shares of local public support fuels outbidding and instabil-
ity.55 Stable commitment requires aggregating decentralised pyramids in a single order that isolates
non-committed elites and makes political or armed challenges unviable and tantamount to exclu-
sion from a beneficial order.56 Aggregation of ethnic elites in the cross-border pyramid reduces
opportunities to escalate conflict or cooperate across ethnic boundaries with the parent state.

Ethnoterritorial concentration further resolves the monitoring problem of clientelism – that
clients will reciprocate inducements with political fealty. Dense intra-segmental networks increase
information and persistent fear of monitoring reduces individual client’s beliefs they can obfus-
cate crossing ethnic boundaries, non-mobilisation or non-abstention, or support for alternative
elites. Similarly social commitments and threats of losing access to exclusive in-group ben-
efits deters defection.57 Importantly, exchange based on continuous goods provision such as
jobs or welfare, rather than one-off election-time vote-buying, reduces the salience of monitor-
ing problems as clients and brokers face constant threats of losing existing benefits and their
livelihoods.58

A secondary outcome is protraction of conflict or incomplete resolution, leaving disputed
ethnoterritories beyond the parent state’s de facto political authority. While clientelist linkages
between homelands and ethnoterritories stabilise commitment in that dyad, they destabilise com-
mitment in the other two dyads of the triadic nexus (Figure 1) – between the homeland and the
parent state, and the parent state and ethnoterritory. First, they reduce the viability of alternative
elites who may be willing to bargain with non-co-ethnics in order to reach a resolution, especially
one that improves public welfare.59 Second, theywarp the context of conflict resolution. Conditions
required for a conflict’s ‘ripeness’ for resolution such as mutual interdependence on opposing sides
or untenable costs are reduced by clientelist dependence on an external patron.60 Lastly, resolution
is dependent upon the interests and preference of the patron government. While clientelism’s non-
programmatic nature can allow the initiating state to revise preferences and attain commitment to
a settlement, the conditions of maintaining such commitment paradoxically undermine the parent
state’s de facto sovereignty.

54Staniland, Networks of Rebellion.
55Caspersen, Contested Nationalism; Esman, ‘Perspectives on ethnic conflict in industrialized societies’.
56Jesse Driscoll, Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
57See Fearon, ‘Why ethnic politics and pork’; Habyarimana et al., ‘Why does ethnic diversity undermine public goods

provision?’; Hicken and Nathan, ‘Clientelism’s red herrings’; Ravanilla et al., ‘Brokers, social networks, reciprocity, and
clientelism’.

58Aspinall and Hicken, ‘Guns for hire’.
59Christopher M. Jackson, ‘In-group competition & out-group cooperation: Cooperative players in protracted ethnic

conflict resolution’, Peacebuilding, 12:2 (2024), pp. 223–43.
60Scholars ofmediation argue that conflicts are ripe for resolutionwhen amutually hurting stalemate is reached between the

sides, they perceive a possible way out of the costly status quo, and negotiations provide a mutually enticing opportunity that
locks sides into peacemaking and creates interdependence between them to achieve a pareto-improving outcome. Others note
that cross-border ethnic kin can grant an ethnic community outsized political weight and reduce these incentives for lock-
in. See Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Cederman et al., ‘Ethnonationalist triads’; Sini ̌sa Vukovi ́c, ‘Expanding ripeness
beyond push and pull: The relevance of mutually enticing opportunities (MEOs)’, Ethnopolitics, 21:2 (2022), pp. 190–201.
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Cases: Evaluating clientelist pyramids in irredentist conflicts
To further develop the argument, and inductively evaluate variation in the mechanism of cross-
border clientelism, I turn to three cases of irredentist conflict – Northern Cyprus, Kosovo, and the
Republic of Serbian Krajina (RSK). While there are numerous other examples of influential cross-
border linkages between states and ethnic groups, such as Hungary’s influence on its neighbours,
India’s influence in Nepal, Turkey’s influence in northern Syria, orMorocco’s control over the west-
ern Sahara, the three selected cases are suitable for comparison for three reasons. First, as irredentist
conflicts, these represent ‘most likely’ cases to observe congruent preferences based on assumptions
of interest congruity between cross-border ethnic kin, yet commitments between homeland gov-
ernments and ethnoterritories differ between and within cases. Second, in-case variation allows
for the mechanism to be evaluated more critically. Third, all three cases include internationally led
conflict-resolution processes. This allows for the influence of internationally imposed costs and
changes to preferences in homeland governments’ coalitions to be evaluated, further contributing
an understanding of cross-border clientelism to conflict protraction and resolution.

To evaluate how the alignment of preferences is reached in dyadic bargains, I combine process
tracing with structured case comparison. Following prescriptions for mechanistic process trac-
ing, the hypothesised mechanism is specified ex ante, and evidence of its presence, absence, and
variation in producing an observed outcome is assessed in each case.61 The specified mechanism
is hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids (1) providing access to excludable goods condi-
tional on political fealty, and (2) excluding alternative elites and opposition supporters who oppose
discrete preferences.

The value of cross-case comparison comes in assessing the same questions regarding mecha-
nisms and variation across settings, allowing for generalisable implications particularly in assessing
how outcomes occur across cases.62 Case evidence is drawn from a variety of sources, including sec-
ondary scholarship on specific cases, governmental and intergovernmental organisation reports,
and local and international news media from the period of evaluation. Specific evidence is cited
throughout the narratives, but in establishing holistic understandings of the cases, and, impor-
tantly, the context in which key evidence is considered, I evaluated a larger corpus of more than
11,000 primary source documents and reports on the cases.

Northern Cyprus
The Cyprus conflict has persisted since 1963, characterised by intervention in the Turkish Cypriot
community by Turkey, continuous mediation led by the United Nations (UN), and the existence of
distinct Turkish Cypriot ethnoterritory beyond the authority of the recognised Republic of Cyprus.
Turkey’s role as an ethnic homeland inNorthern Cyprus has included co-option of elites, provision
of coercive means, and construction of a cross-border clientelist pyramid, pursuant to its central
objective of denying Cyprus’ unification with Greece. With Cyprus’ independence looming in the
1950s, Ankara feared the annexation of Cyprus with its Greek Cypriot majority to Greece – the
Greek irredentist objective of enosis –which it regarded as a unilateral revision to the territorial sta-
tus quo established between Athens and Ankara in 1923. In turn it feared enosiswould both lead to
persecution of Cyprus’ Turkish Cypriotminority and give Greece a strategic position 50miles from
Turkey’s southern coast. It instead favoured taksim, ethnic partition of the island, and in trilateral
negotiations betweenGreece, Turkey, and Britain in 1959, it was agreed that Cyprus would become
independent with a power-sharing constitution underwritten by the Treaties of Establishment and
Guarantee, which gave all three the right to intervene if the constitution was violated.63

61Frank Schimmelfennig, ‘Efficient process tracing: Analyzing the causal mechanisms of European integration’, in Andrew
Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel (eds), Process Tracing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp. 98–125.

62Alexander George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2005).

63While meeting Turkey’s demands at the time, this made the Cypriot constitution rigid and virtually impossible to reform,
leading to political crises in 1963 that led to the resumption of violence. See ‘Turkish wariness on Cyprus’, The Times (6
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Inter-communal violence in 1963–64 saw the Turkish Cypriots withdraw from government
and ethnically mixed locales to distinct ethnic enclaves disparately scattered around Cyprus.
The elites Ankara co-opted were headed by Rauf Denktaş, former head of the Turkish Cypriot
Communal Chamber, who chaired the Provisional Administration, and included other Turkish
Cypriot officials who quit Cyprus’ government in 1963, but notably not Cyprus’ former vice
president Fazıl Küçük, whom Ankara regarded as too autonomous and willing to cross ethnic
boundaries to bargain with the Greek Cypriots.64 Denktaş, who represented the Turkish Cypriots
in UN-led mediation beginning in 1964, echoed Ankara’s preferences seeking a guarantee against
enosis, reaffirmation of the Treaty of Guarantee, and a politically distinct Turkish Cypriot federal
entity - de facto taksim.

Co-option into the Provisional Administration was conditional on supporting these prefer-
ences and particularly on enforcing ethnic boundaries. Village headmen,mukhtars, were required
to pledge loyalty to the Provisional Administration and reject the Republic of Cyprus’ author-
ity, receiving in return aid, municipal projects funded by Ankara such as housing for displaced
persons, and protection by the Turkish Resistance Movement (TMT), a paramilitary force
trained and equipped by Ankara.65 Opposition, such as the Republican Turkish Party (CTP),
formed in 1970 and opposed to continued ethnic division and isolation, was excluded from the
Provisional Administration and distributional structures.66 The TMT had authority to enforce
Provisional Administration laws, including regulating movement, and banning resettlement out-
side of enclaves or sale of property to non-Turks. Despite poor living conditions and reliance on
Turkish and UN aid, resettlement outside of enclaves was low and Denktaş and his allies retained
control of the Provisional Administration without viable challengers, including supplanting Küçük
in his formal position as vice president in 1973.67

The Turkish invasions and partition of Cyprus in July–August 1974 transformed the Turkish
Cypriot ethnoterritory from disparate enclaves to the territorially contiguous Turkish Federated
State of Cyprus (TFSC) – the northern 38 per cent of the island. While the stationing of a per-
manent Turkish garrison reduced potential threats, it also reduced the importance of the TMT
as a source of legitimacy for Turkish Cypriot elites, particularly the Provisional Administration.68
Ankara regarded the 1974 invasion as having achieved the objectives of pre-empting enosis and
establishing a distinct Turkish Cypriot entity. Its new preference became maintaining the post-
1974 entity and legitimising it in a subsequent settlement – including a distinct Turkish Cypriot
entity and its garrison on Cyprus.69

Attaining these preferences required support from Turkish Cypriot elites, who would both rep-
resent these interests in UN-led mediation and ensure them in the TFSC administration. The
Provisional Administration reconstituted itself as the National Unity Party (UBP), which con-
trolled the Turkish Cypriot administration until 1994, and Rauf Denktaş remained ‘president’ until
2005, representing the Turkish Cypriots in mediation. The UBP’s hold on power along with other
pro-taksim groups was ensured by distribution of inducements Ankara provided in exchange for

December 1967); Alexis Heraclides, ‘The Cyprus Gordian knot: An intractable ethnic conflict’,Nationalism and Ethnic Politics,
17:2 (2011), pp. 117–39.

64‘Dr Kutchuk in Ankara talks’, The Times (8 January 1964).
65Richard Patrick, ‘Intercommunal conflict in Cyprus: Some demographic and geopolitical consequences’, Journal of

Ethnic and Migration Studies, 2:2 (1973), pp. 137–44; Christopher M. Jackson, ‘Ethnic protection rackets: Turkish Cypriot
statebuilding before 1974’, Civil Wars, 23:4 (2021), pp. 520–44.

66‘Interview with Özker Özgür,’ Radio Bayrak [Turkish] (3 May 1994).
67Jackson, ‘Ethnic protection rackets’.
68Chaim Kaufmann, ‘An assessment of the partition of Cyprus’, International Studies Perspectives, 8 (2007), pp. 206–23;

Jackson, ‘Ethnic protection rackets’.
69Turkish primeminister Ecevit stated after the second invasion that Turkey had achieved its preferred outcome of partition

bymilitary result and the objective diplomatically would be political agreement onmaintaining the status quo. ‘Mr Ecevit Calls
for Talks to Form Federal Republic,’ The Times (17 August 1974).
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fealty to and representation of its preferences. After 1974, this included redistribution of prop-
erty seized by the Turkish military in the 1974 invasions and transferred to the TFSC and then
to key intermediaries and constituencies in exchange for political support. This included housing,
businesses, large enterprises, and farms. After this initial property redistribution, distribution of
inducements for support wasmoved to a large public sector controlled by theUBP-led administra-
tion, which included publicly funded farms, industries, schools, and a large civil service. Ankara
funded 55–85 per cent of the TFSC budget annually, more than 50 per cent of whichwas devoted to
public-sector salaries.70 By 1982, unemployment dropped from 50 per cent to less than 3 per cent
accounted for in the public sector, which employed an estimated 55,000 on a payroll funded by
Ankara.71 Public-sector unions became key political networks that represented between one third
and one quarter of the TFSC population, dependent on the UBP for continuous benefits – their
livelihoods.72

Despite its dominance, the UBP faced opposition within the TFSC and later the Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) as it became in 1983, particularly from the CTP and the
Communal Liberation Party (TKP). Though neither supported reverting to the pre-1974 status
quo, both opposed over-reliance on Ankara and intransigence in mediation, which they regarded
as damaging the Turkish Cypriots’ reputation and economic prospects. TheUBP used distribution
of inducements at key points to keep them out of power, thereby excluding them from the pyramid
for opposition to Ankara’s preferences. Before elections in 1981, after losing its outright majority in
the TFSC assembly, the UBP government created 4,000 new public-sector posts and subsequently
won the elections. In 1990, after losing its coalition partners and governing as aminority supported
by independents, theUBP distributed extra paychecks funded byAnkara to the public sector before
elections and won an outright majority.73 Despite growing support for moderation in talks and a
solution to continued partition, Denktaş had the leeway and stable support of theUBP to continue
to pursueAnkara’s preferences for the status quo, rejecting compromise solutions in 1977–79, 1988,
and 1992.74

The internal variation in the Northern Cyprus case further indicates the importance of public-
sector clientelism as a mechanism in reducing internal-facing competition and increasing the
credibility of commitments to the homeland’s preferences. Following the end of Kenan Evren’s
military rule in 1983, Turkey enacted neoliberal economic reforms which were incorporated into
its Cyprus policy in 1986. Aid to the TRNC became conditioned on cutting public-sector spending
and employment and on privatisation, dealing a blow to the established pyramidical structure.75
Twonotable observations followed.Onewas increased support formoderate pro-reunification par-
ties that opposed over-reliance on Ankara, namely the CTP, which entered the governing coalition
for the first time in 1994, also the first year the UBP was in opposition (see Table 1). While in
government, the CTP initiated inter-communal dialogue with Greek Cypriot parties and prelim-
inary discussions on joining the European Union (EU), something Ankara adamantly opposed.76
The other observation was an increase in coercive repressive actions targeting alternative elites
opposed to Ankara’s positions, including bomb attacks on opposition, attacks on critical media,

70‘Economy: The North’,The Times (6 April 1983); Sertac Sonan, ‘In the grip of political clientelism: The post-1974 Turkish
Cypriot politics and the politico-economic foundations of pro-Taksim consensus’ (Doctoral Dissertation, Duisberg, Essen,
University of Duisberg, 2014).

71‘Total dependence on Turkey’, The Times (5 May 1982); Daria Isachenko, ‘On the political economy of unrecognised
state-building projects’, The International Spectator, 44:4 (2009), pp. 61–75.

72Population figures were uncertain given Turkey’s unwillingness to publicise census data in order to conceal numbers of
settlers frommainland Turkey. See Umut Bozkurt, ‘Turkey: From the “Motherland” to the “IMF of Northern Cyprus”?’Cyprus
Review, 26:1 (2014), pp. 83–105.

73Sonan, ‘In the grip of political clientelism’.
74Ronald J. Fisher, ‘Cyprus:The failure ofmediation and the escalation of an identity-based conflict to an adversarial impasse’,

Journal of Peace Research, 38:3 (2001), pp. 307–26.
75Bozkurt, ‘Turkey’.
76Jackson, ‘In-group competition’.
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Table 1. Turkish Cypriot governing coalitions.

Pre-Austerity (1986) Post-Austerity

Years Governing Coalition (seats) Years Governing Coalition (seats)

1964–74 Provisional Administration 1990–4 UBP (34)

1976–81 UBP (30) 1994–6 DP (16); CTP (13)

1981–5 UBP (18); DHP (3) 1996–8 UBP (16); DP (16)

1985–6 UBP (24); TKP (10) 1998–2001 UBP (24); TKP 7)

1986–90 UBP (24); YDP (4) 2001–3 UBP (24); DP (13)

2004 CTP (19); DP (7)

2004–6 CTP (24); DP (6)

2006–9 CTP (24); ÖRP (4)

2009–13 UBP (26)

2013–15 CTP (21); DP (12)

2015–16 CTP (21); UBP (14)

2016–18 UBP (14); DP (12)

2018–19 CTP (12); HP (9); TDP (3); DP (3)

2019–20 UBP (21); HP (9)

2020–2 UBP (20); DP (3); YDP (2); IND (3)

2022– UBP (24); DP (3); YDP (2)

*The TFSC parliament had 40 seats (21 needed for a governing majority); the TRNC has 50 seats (26 for a governing majority).

and the banning of inter-communal meetings after 1999.77 Hence, weakening of the hegemonic
pyramid due to austerity fostered increased political competition in the Turkish Cypriot internal-
facing arena and less certainty of commitment to Ankara’s position, necessitating repressive means
to target alternative elites.

The weakening of the clientelist pyramid from Ankara after 1986 meant less certainty of com-
mitment from Turkish Cypriot elites, subject to internal-facing competition. This was particularly
evident in two instances of Ankara changing its preferences for the conflict, which were sub-
sequently opposed by the Turkish Cypriot elites in power. The first was in 2002 when the new
Justice and Development (AKP) government in Ankara came to power and supported the UN-
proposed Annan Plan for the reunification of Cyprus, regarding the status quo pro-taksim policies
as ‘decades of mistakes’ that alienated neighbours and allies. Significantly the EU appended sup-
port for the Annan Plan to Turkey’s membership application, which the AKP favoured, unlike its
predecessors.78 It could not, however, leverage support from Denktaş in negotiations or the UBP
in the TRNC assembly whose support was needed for ratification or a referendum on the Annan
Plan.79 Turkey supported the CTP in ousting the UBP and forming a coalition in January 2004,
with the objective of agreeing to the Annan Plan.80 However, the delay precluded the TRNC from
signing Cyprus’ EU accession protocol in April 2003, and in 2004, despite the Turkish Cypriots

77UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on theMission in Cyprus, June 1999; UN Security Council, Report
of the Secretary-General on the Mission in Cyprus, November 2001.

78‘Change about Cyprus policy in line with Annan Plan’, Turkey Today (9 January 2003); ‘Erdogan: I am not in favor of
continuation of last 30–40 years’ policy in Cyprus’, Anadolu Agency [Turkish] (2 January 2003).

79UNSecurity Council, Report of the Secretary-General on theMission in Cyprus, November 2003; ‘Meeting of Turkey–EU
Partnership Council ends’, Anadolu Agency [Turkish] (14 April 2003).

80‘Turkish Cypriot coalition protocol aims to solve Cyprus issue before May 2004,’ Anadolu Agency [Turkish] (12 January
2004).
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approving the Annan Plan by a margin of 65 to 35, the Greek Cypriots rejected it and joined the
EU unilaterally.

The second example of Ankara being unable to ensure compliance with its preferences occurred
after the failed Crans-Montana negotiations in 2017, following which Ankara withdrew its sup-
port for reunification and favoured a formalised two-state solution. However, it could not ensure
commitment to this position from the TRNC, which was led by a pro-unification ‘president’,
Mustafa Akıncı, who resumed reunification talks with the Greek Cypriots without Ankara’s
support.81 Ankara’s counter support for the UBP and its leader, Ersin Tatar, who supported
a two-state solution, was undermined in 2018 by internal-facing competition.82 Though the
UBP had the largest plurality, four parties led by the CTP formed a coalition to keep it from
power.

Ankara reconstructed a cross-border clientelist pyramid in the TRNC that co-opted the oppo-
sition and excluded the governing elite, hoping to marginalise them. In 2019 Ankara withheld aid
and funding from the CTP-led government, making it unable to distribute services and salaries
while opposing a two-state solution, thus undermining its support.83 Ahead of the 2020 ‘presiden-
tial’ elections, Turkish officials and UBP activists threatened to withhold funding in urban centres
if Akıncı was re-elected, where he and the CTP drew their support. Additionally, Ankara trans-
ferred 117 million lira to TRNC banks, which was distributed officially as ‘Covid relief payments’
by activists hired by the Turkish Embassy and the UBP in exchange for photos of ballots showing
votes for the UBP.84 Despite high pre-election support for Akıncı and reunification,85 this alterna-
tive pyramid, from which he and the CTP were excluded, both suppressed his support by coercing
abstentions and mobilised UBP support via vote-buying. The result was a victory for Tatar, who
committed to Ankara’s preference for a two-state solution.

Northern Cyprus illustrates hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramid-building during the
Provisional Administration and TFSC, but also indicates lower commitment once a pyramidical
structure was weakened. An effect of the post-1983 neoliberal reforms was to weaken the stability
of public-sector clientelism in the TRNC, reducing stability and commitment, evident in increasing
pluralism and short-lived coalition governments with an average tenure of 18months (see Table 1).
This meant Ankara was unable to gain commitment to its revised preferences after 2002 and 2018
without a change in government in the TRNC. In 2019–20 it reconstituted a clientelist pyramid in
the TRNC, but one that co-opted the opposition, marginalising the status quo leaders who were
supported by a sizeable pro-reunification constituency.

The Kosovo Serbs
In the context of Kosovo, Serbia has historically attempted to maintain sovereignty over the
territory while simultaneously denying the trappings of sovereignty to its Albanian majority pop-
ulation. This included heavy-handed repression and centralised rule under the administration of
Aleksandar Rankovi ́c (1945–66), the leading Serb in early socialist Yugoslavia, and later mimicked
under Slobodan Milo ̌sevi ́c’s regime following the revocation of Kosovo’s status as an ‘Autonomous
Province’ in 1989. Though the Kosovar Albanians received increased self-rule in the interreg-
num, Serbian nationalists, notably the Serbian Orthodox Church, opposed this loss of sovereignty
over what was regarded as historically and culturally Serbian territory and advocated a ‘return
to Kosovo’.86 The conclusion of the Kosovo War in June 1999, ending in intervention by the

81UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on the Mission in Cyprus, October 2018; ‘North’s newly-formed
“government” will work for two-state solution,’ Cyprus Mail (9 December 2020).

82‘Tatar speaks on Cyprus issue’, Radio Bayrak [Turkish] (10 August 2019).
83‘Turkey accused of starving north of funds’, Cyprus Mail (3 March 2019).
84‘Intelligence table of the intervention’, Gazedda Kibris [Turkish] (10 June 2021).
85‘Akinci, Erhurman front runners in Turkish Cypriot election says poll’, Cyprus Mail (21 August 2020).
86Sabrina P. Ramet, The Three Yugoslavias: State-Building and Legitimation, 1918–2005 (Washington, DC: Bloomington,

IN: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Indiana University Press, 2006); Sabrina P. Ramet, Balkan Babel: The Disintegration of
Yugoslavia from the Death of Tito to the Fall of Milo ̌sevi ́c, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge, 2018).

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
4.

48
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2024.48


16 Christopher M. Jackson

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), saw the administrative and security institutions of
the Serbian state expelled from Kosovo. The Serb minority that remained after the state’s with-
drawal faced indiscriminate violence and harassment from the Albanian majority and trusted
neither the United Nations Interim Administration for Kosovo (UNMIK) nor its subordinate
Albanian-dominated institutions in Prishtina, the Provisional Institutions of Self-Government
(PISGs). Instead they withdrew to ethnically distinct and defensible enclaves outside of cities, near
religious sites, or north of the River Ibar near the Serbian border. They remained closely aligned
with Belgrade and only irregularly participated in the PISGs or Kosovo’s independent institutions
(following its unilateral declaration of independence in 2008).87 Not until 2013 did Serbs partici-
pate in Kosovo’s political system en masse, and even this was highly regulated and constrained by
Belgrade.

Belgrade’s post-1999 preference, despite Milo ̌sevi ́c’s ousting in 2000, remained retention of
sovereignty over Kosovo and conversely denial of its own sovereignty and statehood pursued by
the Kosovar Albanian majority.88 This entailed not only rejection of Kosovo’s independence claims
and enshrining its status as a part of Serbia in Serbia’s 2006 constitution, but also opposition to
UNMIK and the PISGs, which it regarded as precursors to independent state institutions. From
2003 to 2006, Serbia quit or delayed UN-led mediation over Kosovo’s status three times in protest
of UNMIK transferring authority to the PISGs.89 After ethnic riots targeting the Serb community
in March 2004, Belgrade implemented a boycott policy discouraging political partition by Kosovo
Serbs.90 This undermined UNMIK’s position, which viewed integration of minorities, and partic-
ularly the Serbs, in governance as paramount to its mission.91 For Serbia, maintaining political
authority over the Serbs denied Kosovo full sovereignty over its territory and population.

With its security institutions expelled in June 1999, Belgrade relied upon elite co-option
and clientelism to enforce commitment to its preferences regarding participation and denial of
sovereignty. The state’s expulsion in 1999 and the change of regime in 2000 left few Serb elite
cadres.92 Twonotable factions emerged in 1999.The SerbNational Council of Kosovo andMetohija
(SNV-KiM) was based in the central enclave of Gra ̌canica/Graçanicë, which Serbs treated as a
‘capital-in-exile’ from Prishtina, and participated in dialogue with UNMIK, Kosovar Albanians,
and later its members joined the PISGs (2001–4). The other, the Serb National Council of
Kosovska Mitrovica (SNV-M), based in the northern half of the divided city of Mitrovica, rejected
cooperation, declared its autonomy from UNMIK, and expelled members who joined the PISGs.93

Leaders from both factions were co-opted into a pyramidical structure of distribution originat-
ing fromBelgrade – the so-called ‘parallel structures’.These operated strictly in Serb enclaves, filling
the role of a state, providing municipal administration, education, healthcare, public services, wel-
fare distribution, and even policing and judicial services, all funded by relevant line ministries
in Belgrade. Parallel healthcare and education were the largest employers in Serb enclaves, and
the majority of the Serb population received welfare benefits distributed by parallel administra-
tions, including pensions, family stipends, and unemployment compensation for those previously

87Tim Judah,Kosovo:War and Revenge (NewHaven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); Carl T. Dahlman and TrentWilliams,
‘Ethnic enclavisation and state formation in Kosovo’, Geopolitics, 15:2 (2010), pp. 406–30.

88The Kosovo myth features prominently in Serbian national narratives and the retention of Kosovo is viewed as a question
of national identity in Serbia. See Filip Ejdus,Crisis andOntological Insecurity: Serbia’s Anxiety over Kosovo’s Secession (London:
Palgrave MacMillian, 2020).

89‘Serbia’s Covic denounces transfer of authority to Kosovo institutions’, Tanjug [Serbian] (31 December 2003); UN Security
Council, Report of the Secretary-General on UNMIK, November 2006.

90UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on UNMIK, November 2004.
91Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), ‘Assessment of the situation of ethnic minorities in

Kosovo’, (2001).
92Under Milo ̌sevi ́c Kosovo had been used as a political fief to steal votes and reward cronies with political posts. See Judah,

Kosovo.
93‘Municipalities association “simple struggle for survival”’, B92 (21 January 2003); Jackson, ‘In-group competition’.
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employed in state-owned enterprises that ceased operations after 1999.94 This kept many Serbs’
livelihoods linked to parallel officials as intermediaries in the pyramid. Municipal officials and
administrators in parallel services had discretion over distribution, making them prominent local
elites linked to a broad co-ethnic public despite ostensibly bureaucratic posts, such as hospital
or school administrators with discretion over hiring and budgets. Parallel employees in Kosovo
received a 200 per cent salary compared to those employed in the same positions in Serbia proper.95

Provision of parallel services began after 1999, but their use as a hegemonic clientelist pyra-
mid was most evident after Belgrade’s 2004 boycott policy. Access to parallel benefits, including
employment in parallel institutions, welfare benefits, and accrued pensions, was conditional on
boycotting, meaning not voting in PISG elections, not taking UNMIK contracts, and not seeking
public services from UNMIK or Prishtina.96 Compliance with the boycott was monitored through
tiers of local administrators, employers, and brokers, with knowledge of local communities and
able to make decisions on withholding benefits.97 By 2006, 70 per cent of Serb UNMIK employees
quit under threat of losing parallel pay or benefits, while voters were deterred from participation
with threats of monitoring by co-ethnics and benefits being withheld ahead of Kosovo’s elections.98

While this depressed Serbs’ participation in Kosovo’s political system, it also kept Serb enclaves
isolated from Kosovo’s infrastructure, including power, water, and telecommunications, meaning
underdevelopment relative to comparable Albanian-majority municipalities. Despite this, mod-
erate elites who favoured closer cooperation with UNMIK and Prishtina were marginalised by
their exclusion from the clientelist pyramid and their support undermined by threats to support-
ers’ livelihoods. They could not effectively pursue moderate, albeit collectively beneficial positions
that deviated from Belgrade’s preferences. For example, in 2004, the Return Coalition (KP), which
had participated in the PISGs from 2001 to 2004, ran in PISG elections, contravening the boy-
cott. However, they forfeited their mandates after the elections due to low turnout. The party
subsequently split, with one faction sacrificing its autonomy for political viability within the par-
allel structures, and the other rejecting the parallel structures, but losing support and taking
non-elected positions as bureaucrats in UNMIK or municipal institutions – ostensibly without
political decision-making power.99 Similarly, during UN-led status talks in 2006, Belgrade curbed
the autonomy of local Serb elites, including punishing those who conferred with the UN envoy
independently.100

Similar to Northern Cyprus, two internal variations in the case demonstrate the importance of
the cross-border clientelism mechanism in gaining commitment to preferences. One was the dif-
ference between larger Serb enclaves with strong parallel institutions and smaller enclaves in which
the parallel structures had less influence. The latter allowed for the emergence of alternative elites,
namely the Independent Liberal Party (SLS) and local ‘citizens’ initiatives’ (GIs).The constitution of
six Serb-majority municipalities in Gra ̌canica/Graçanicë, Klokot/Kllokot, Novo Brdo/Novobërda,
Parte ̌s/Partesh, Ranilug/Ranillug, and ̌Strpce/Shtërpcë as separate electoral districts in 2009–10
created an opportunity for alternative elites to challenge parallel structures and secure inducements
from Prishtina. They ran in Kosovo’s 2009–10 municipal elections and won undisputed control
of five municipalities. The newly elected mayor of ̌Strpce/Shtërpcë, where 2,000 Serbs registered

94OSCE, ‘Human rights, ethnic relations and democracy in Kosovo’ (2008); OSCE, ‘Kosovo communities profile’ (2011).
95OSCE, ‘Assessment of the situation of ethnic minorities in Kosovo’ (2002); OSCE, ‘Assessment of the situation of ethnic

minorities in Kosovo’ (2003); OSCE, ‘Kosovo communities’; ‘Patriotic robbery’, Insajder [Serbian] (12 November 2012).
96UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on UNMIK, November 2004.
97‘Voters patriotic or blackmailed’, Politika [Serbian] (25 January 2007).
98UN Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on UNMIK, June 2006; ‘U.S. “concerned” about Serb threats ahead

of Kosovo elections’, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (9 December 2010).
99In 2006 the remainder the KP, which ran in 2004 as the SLKiM, split between a faction led byOliver Ivanovi ́c that complied

with the boycott and joined the parallel administration, and a faction led by Ranđel Nojki ́c that continued participation in the
PISGs. See ‘Kosovo Serb body criticizes coordination centre for asking Serbs to quit UNMIK’, Kontakt Plus [Serbian] (22
December 2005); ‘Kosovo Serb body expels member for “working against interests of Serbian people”’, B92 (7 March 2006).

100‘Belgrade negotiating team criticizes Kosovo Serb leader Oliver Ivanovic’, Politika [Serbian] (29 August 2006).
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for welfare benefits from Prishtina, forced the parallel institutions to close.101 Though alternative
elites ran in Gra ̌canica/Graçanicë, as the Serbs’ ‘capital-in-exile’, it had robust parallel institutions,
including 1,000 municipal officials who alternative elites could not force out.102 The election of
alternative elites in Kosovo’s system meant the creation of multiple alternative distributional pyra-
mids, with electedmayors and councils able to distribute funding and civil service posts originating
from Prishtina rather than Belgrade, meaning Belgrade lost control of these municipalities, which
openly contravened the boycott and legitimised Kosovo’s sovereignty.103

The second internal variation, as in Cyprus, was variation in the homeland’s governing coali-
tion, which changed its preferences for the conflict. In 2008 the Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS),
responsible for the boycott policy, was ousted by a coalition led by the more liberal Democratic
Party (DS). Though it did not support recognising Kosovo’s independence, it ran on a platform of
‘Kosovo AND the EU’ and advocated pragmatic cooperation on Kosovo to advance Serbia’s EU
membership bid. The DSS opposed EU accession, fearing that Serbia would be forced to sacrifice
Kosovo.104 The DS-led government cooperated with the EU on the deployment of the EU Rule of
Law Mission in Kosovo and agreed to EU-led mediation with Kosovo in 2010. Problematically,
the local Kosovo Serb elites remained aligned with theDSS and used their positions to undermine
the DS.105 This was most evident in 2011, when Serbs in northern Kosovo blockaded the border
with Serbia to spoil a customs agreement, leading to months of unrest and the EU withholding
Serbia’s candidacy for membership.106 Non-commitment to Belgrade’s preferences incurred tangi-
ble costs for Belgrade. Importantly, Belgrade did not condition access to inducements on support
for mediated agreements, and instead attempted to replace DSS-aligned elites with its own loyal-
ists. However, this increased intra-communal competition and saw their ousting by the status quo
elites and public.107

When the newly formed Progressive Party (SNS) replaced the DS-led coalition in Serbia after
the 2012 elections it continued the ‘Kosovo AND the EU’ policy and reaffirmed support for agree-
ments reached in 2011–12 EU-led talks. In April 2013 the SNS-led government agreed to the
Brussels Agreement with Prishtina under an ultimatum from the EU. The Brussels Agreement
would exchange Serbia opening accession negotiations for Serb participation inKosovo’s 2013 elec-
tions and the dismantling of parallel security and judicial structures. Problematically, this required
support from the unstable Kosovo Serb political arena, characterised by multiple clientelist pyra-
mids after 2009–10 and opposition to Belgrade’s authority after DS rule. The same elites who
spoiled the 2011 customs agreement in northernKosovo opposed the Brussels Agreement, rejected
Belgrade’s authority to negotiate on Kosovo, and organised to boycott the 2013 elections.108

The SNS-led coalition reconstituted a hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramid within a sin-
gle party, the Serb List (SL), to run in the 2013 elections andmarginalise alternative elites seeking to
outbid by boycotting or fully integrating in Prishtina’s institutions as during the 2009–10 elections.
Parallel distribution continued to flow down the pyramid from Belgrade and the relevant Serbian
line ministries, but the key intermediaries in the pyramid were replaced by SL officials, such as
administrators of public services and municipalities. In August–September 2013, the SNS-led gov-
ernment in Belgrade dissolved the municipal governments in northern Kosovo, depriving status

101‘Taking out Kosovo ID cards for pension purposes’, Glas Javnosti [Serbian] (9 September 2009).
102‘Anarchy in Gra ̌canica’, Glas Javnosti [Serbian] (11 January 2010).
103Jackson, ‘In-group competition’.
104‘Serbia at the crossroads over its European future’, AFP (9 March 2008).
105‘The Serbs have nobody to turn to’, Politika [Serbian] (9 September 2008); ‘North’s troubles’, Express [Albanian] (12 July

2011).
106The EU’s withholding candidacy in 2011 further transferred costs to the DS, whose leadership split over the issue ahead

of elections in 2012. ‘Progressives, DSS, and local leaders control barricades’, Danas [Serbian] (21 September 2011); ‘Tadic’s
“Kosovo and EU” policy hangs in the balance’, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (15 December 2011).

107‘Streamlining of officials’, Danas [Serbian] (18 June 2010).
108‘Kosovo Serbs set up assembly, elect chairman’, B92 (5 July 2013).
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Figure 4. Percentages of Seats Held in Serb Majority Municipalities.

quo elites threatening an election boycott of their means of enforcing boycotts for the previous
nine years. Three of four appointed interim administrators were elected mayors in 2013.109

The SL’s success in 2013 was followed by monopolisation of Kosovo Serb politics by 2019
(Figure 4). Strategies previously employed to ensure commitment to the boycott policy and eth-
nic closure were refocused on maintaining support for the SL and marginalising alternative elites,
namely threats of exclusion from public-sector employment or welfare benefits. Alternative elites,
their families, and their supporters faced losing jobs, payments, or access to services for chal-
lenging the SL. Alternative elites faced a choice to forfeit political autonomy for inclusion in the
SL or lose political viability, resulting in the co-option of moderate elites who contravened the
boycott in 2009–10 and former DSS officials who had opposed the Brussels Agreement into the
SL. The SL officials or factions that contravened Belgrade’s preferences could be expelled and
politically marginalised.110 Notably this occurred in 2015 when the SL’s head blocked contin-
ued negotiations supported by Serbia and was removed from the party,111 and in 2016 when the
SocialistMovement factionwas expelled from the SL for opposingBelgrade’s position onmunicipal
decentralisation.112

The outcome was stable commitment to Belgrade’s preferences from the Kosovo Serbs after
2013. In the short term it allowed Belgrade to ensure commitment to its revised preferences of
ending the boycott and opening Serbia’s EU accession talks. Longer term, it solidified Belgrade’s
political influence in the Kosovo Serb community and undermined Kosovo’s sovereignty and

109Jackson, ‘Dominant party politics and ethnic coordination’.
110‘Employees under the control of the chief and director to vote for Srpska,’ KoSSev [Serbian], (5 October 2017); European

Union. ‘Kosovo legislative elections final report’, 2017; European Union, ‘Kosovo 2019 early legislative elections final report’,
2019.

111‘Aleksandar Jablanovi ́c near Vulin to the Ministry of Labour’, KoSSev [Serbian] (31 October 2015).
112‘Vu ̌ci ́c in KiM until Christmas, Jevti ́c to resign’, KoSSev [Serbian] (26 December 2016).
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political stability more broadly, protracting the conflict and inducing non-cooperative positions
within the Serb community despite formal participation in Kosovo’s institutions. The SL engaged
in repeated boycotts of Kosovo’s government in opposition to policies opposed by Belgrade, includ-
ing policing in northern Kosovo in 2018–20, imposition of tariffs on Serbian goods in 2018–19,
and municipal governance in 2023–24.

The Kosovo Serb community presents a case in which the homeland could not deploy coer-
cive force and was faced with a lack of ex ante dominant elites to co-opt. Elite recruitment and
clientelist pyramid-building were integrated processes whereby those with intermediary posi-
tions in the parallel structures attained local political status with low autonomy from Belgrade.
Given Serbs’ reliance on parallel benefits or employment, the threat of exclusion induced fealty to
Belgrade’s preferences. Both during the boycott period (post 2004) and under the SL (post 2013),
in order to gain access to the clientelist pyramid, local elites were required to forfeit autonomy
to Belgrade’s preferences, be they ethnic closure, support for the SL, or opposition to Prishtina’s
policies, particularly those aimed at asserting sovereignty over northern Kosovo.

Croatia: Republic of Serbian Krajina
The Republic of Serbian Krajina (RSK), the Serb separatist entity in Croatia from 1990 to
1995, presents a negative case in which the homeland, Serbia, did not construct a hegemonic
cross-border clientelist pyramid. The RSK did not persist as an irredentist dispute or an eth-
noterritory beyond Croatian sovereignty, and by 1995 it collapsed from within, facilitating its
reconquest by Croatia. Elite co-option resulted in intra-ethnic competition characterised by per-
sistent intra-elite conflict and inability to commit to Belgrade’s preferences, especially after they
were revised. In initiating separatist conflict in Croatia, Serbia recruited like-minded local nota-
bles with irredentist preferences for unification in ‘Greater Serbia’ and supplied the means of
coercive violence, including Yugoslav Army (JNA) interventions in 1990–1, support for Serb mili-
tias, and 30,000 JNA troops transferred to the RSK ’s command in 1992.113 By mid-1992, though,
Belgrade lost influence over the RSK, and its administration fractured between elite factions with
different preferences for the conflict that ranged from negotiation on autonomy within Croatia,
annexation to Serbia, secession of different regions, and unification with Republika Srpska in
Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH).

Serbia’s initial preference for Serb-inhabited territory in Croatia was annexation or incorpo-
ration in ‘Greater Serbia’, which envisioned a unified state of Serb-inhabited regions. Milo ̌sevi ́c,
his allies, and like-minded nationalists fomented counter-secession among Serbs in Croatia and
BiH, promoting beliefs that Serbs would be politically marginalised or persecuted if the republics
declared independence from Yugoslavia.114 In Croatia, Belgrade responded to looming indepen-
dence by encouraging separatism and supporting the ‘Log Revolution’ by which Serb-inhabited
territory cut itself off from Zagreb and declared its autonomy as SAO Krajina under a provisional
government in Knin. This was aided by interventions from the Serb-dominated JNA, commanded
from Belgrade, which disarmed Croatia in 1990 and then invaded in 1991 after Croatia declared
independence. In 1991 the Croatian Serbs declared themselves independent as the Republic of
Serbian Krajina (RSK) with the intention of joining Serbia.115

In pursuit of irridentism and counter-secession in Croatia, Belgrade co-opted local Serb elites
into the Serb Democratic Party (SDS) in 1990.The SDS held only 5 of 365 seats in Croatia’s govern-
ment but was dominant among the Serb population.116 Belgrade recruited Milan Babi ́c, the SDS

113Human Rights Watch, Croatia Background Report, 1997; International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia,
‘Summary judgment for Milan Martic’ (12 June 2007).

114Ramet, Balkan Babel.
115Aleksandar Pavkovi ́c, The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2000).
116Caspersen, Contested Nationalism.
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head of the Knin municipal government, to lead the party ahead of the 1990 Log Revolution for
his shared irredentist preferences with Belgrade.117

Belgrade revised its official preference for annexation of the RSK in late 1991 under diplomatic
and economic pressure from the EU, the UN, and the United States.118 Seeking to alleviate eco-
nomic sanctions and avoid further ostracisation, Belgrade agreed to the UN-proposed Vance Plan
in 1991, by which the JNA would withdraw from Croatia and UN peacekeepers (UNPROFOR)
would deploy to supervise a ceasefire. Belgrade subsequently renounced its objective of annexa-
tion and publicly supported a negotiated settlement on the autonomy of the RSK in a Croatian
state.119 This did not amount to Belgrade renouncing ethnic nationalism or irredentist ‘Greater
Serbia’, but was a revision to a discrete preference for the RSK ’s short-term political status.

Belgrade’s revised preference to support the Vance Plan was incongruent with Babi ́c’s pref-
erences, the reason underlying his recruitment to head the SDS. He opposed autonomy and
deployment of UNPROFOR. The UN mediators regarded Babi ́c as the primary obstacle to a set-
tlement, while Belgrade regarded him as intransigent and increasing costs for Serbia, and publicly
withdrew support for him in late 1991.120 Belgrade sought to co-opt alternative elites in the SDS,
namely Goran Had ̌zi ́c in Vukovar and former Knin police chief Milan Marti ́c. It orchestrated
Babi ́c’s ousting as RSK ‘president’ in February 1992 at a special session of the RSK assembly in
Glina rather than Babi ́c’s political stronghold of Knin.121

This triggered intra-communal competition and instability in the intra-RSK political arena.
Ability to distribute inducements down a clientelist pyramid originating in Belgrade was con-
strained by international sanctions limiting Belgrade’s available resources,122 the outbreak of war in
BiH which cut off supply routes from Serbia to the western RSK including Knin,123 and neglected
internal institutions in the RSK unable to effectively distribute inducement downwards through
brokers. This latter constraint was particularly evident in the underdevelopment of a public sector
due to the assumption of future annexation by Serbia, which meant exchanges between interme-
diaries and the broader public were not institutionalised.124 Food, consumer goods, and petrol
became scarce after war began in BiH.125 The largest publicly owned enterprise in Knin operated
at less than 5 per cent capacity after 1991.126 By 1994 public employees, including hospital and
school staff, and soldiers in the RSK military were striking over unpaid wages.127 Unlike the TFSC
and Kosovo Serb enclaves, there was a not a functional public sector to distribute inducements in
exchange for political fealty to cross-border preferences.

117The SDS’s founder, Jovan Ra ̌skovi ́c, was considered more pragmatic in dealing with Zagreb and preferred autonomy
to secession. He was deposed in July 1990, the month before the Log Revolution, by Babi ́c, who opposed Croatia’s new
constitution. International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, ‘Judgment in the Case of the Prosecutor v. Milan
Babic’ (29 June 2004); Caspersen, ‘Belgrade, Pale, Knin’; Aleksandar Pavkovi ́c, ‘Recursive Secession of Trapped Minorities: A
Comparative Study of the Serb Krajina and Abkhazia’, Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 17:3 (2011), pp. 297–318.

118The UN and the EU placed arms embargos on Yugoslavia in 1991 in response to the JNA’s invasion of Croatia in August
(UNSCR 713), and in 1992 banned all international trade with Yugoslavia, triggering domestic hyperinflation. See Ivana Baji ́c
Hajdukovi ́c, ‘Remembering the “embargo cake”: The legacy of hyperinflation and the UN sanctions in Serbia’, Contemporary
Southeastern Europe, 1:2 (2014), pp. 61–79.

119‘Divisions emerge among Serb leaders over EC proposals’ Financial Times (1 November 1991); Caspersen, ‘Belgrade,
Pale, Knin’.

120‘Milosevic letter to Babic’, Reuters (9 January 1992).
121‘Krajina vote to oust Babic’, Financial Times (17 February 1992); ‘Joint session of Krajina assemblies elects republican

president’, Tanjug [Serbian] (27 February 1992); Pal Kolstø and Davor Paukovic, ‘The short and brutish life of Republika
Srpska Krajina: Failure of a de facto State’, Ethnopolitics, 13:4 (2014), pp. 309–27.

122Baji ́c Hajdukovi ́c, ‘Remembering the “embargo cake”’.
123Obrad Kesi ́c, ‘Politics, power, and decision making in the Serb Republic’, Problems of Post-Communism, 43:2 (1996),

pp. 56–64.
124Kolstø and Paukovic, ‘The short and brutish life of Republika Srpska Krajina’; Miljenko Brekalo and Stjepan Adani ́c, ‘The

state-legal personality of the Republic of Serbian Krajina’, Mostariensia, 26:1 (2022), pp. 45–57.
125Kesi ́c, ‘Politics, power, and decision making’.
126‘Croatia’s rebel Serbs vote in greater Serb referendum’, Reuters (19 June 1993).
127‘Gritted teeth in the irredentist dentist’s realm’, The Guardian (21 June 1993).

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
4.

48
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2024.48


22 Christopher M. Jackson

Inability to consolidate a single hegemonic clientelist pyramid, including public-sector mecha-
nisms for distribution, resulted in intra-elite conflict between elites with differing preferences for
the outcome of the conflict, reducing commitment to Belgrade’s preferences. Babi ́c, Had ̌zi ́c, and
Marti ́c each controlled their own decentralised support networks with their own means of vio-
lence. Babi ́c retained control of Knin and support from the RSK army, which refused orders from
Marti ́c, who retained support from the police and his own militia and manipulated elections in
1993 to keep Babi ́c from power.128 Had ̌zi ́c, who controlled his own militias and dominated the
black market economy in the eastern RSK, split with Knin in 1993, banned Babi ́c and Marti ́c from
areas he controlled, and supported secession from the rest of the RSK.129 While Marti ́c was willing
to open talks with Croatia on autonomy, congruent with Belgrade’s post-1991 preference, he was
ousted in 1994 by Babi ́c, who supported unification with the Republika Srpska in lieu of annexa-
tion by Serbia.130 Low and unpaidwages, including in theRSK army, incentivised joining predatory
paramilitaries and organised crime groups, both of which provided inducements in exchange for
supporting individual elites – decentralised clientelist pyramids.131 Organised criminals smuggled
and distributed needed goods at inflated prices, while paramilitaries seized and distributed loot
and property from Croat and Serb civilians with impunity.132

Despite elite co-option from the dominant faction and furnishing the means of coercion,
Belgrade could not ensure commitment from the RSK after it revised its preferences in 1991.
Inability to consolidate a hegemonic clientelist pyramid exchanging inducements for fealty
between Belgrade and the RSK and, in turn, RSK elites and the public, resulted in multiple
clientelist pyramids linking individual elites to specific paramilitaries or gangs. Intra-elite con-
flict between those heading decentralised pyramids meant multiple viable alternative elites, each
with different preferences that diverged fromBelgrade’s post-1991 preference supporting theVance
Plan. By 1995, when Croatia retook control of the RSK in Operations Flash and Storm, the RSK
had ceased to function as a unitary political entity, and Serb fighters received conflicting orders to
surrender, retreat, or stand and fight based on which elites they were loyal to.133

Case comparison and discussion
While the RSK ceased to exist within four years and its territory was fully reintegrated under
Croatian sovereignty by 1998, the Turkish Cypriot and Kosovo Serb ethnoterritories have persisted
in an uncertain state beyond the authority of their legal parent states, politically influenced by exter-
nal homelands since 1964 and 1999, respectively. Comparison across cases allows for evaluation of
the mechanism in producing variation in this observed outcome. First, absence of the mechanism
results in multiple decentralised pyramids, characteristic of conflict134 and of the inability of eth-
noterritorial elites to commit to homelands’ preferences. This is most evident in the RSK, where
elite co-option and violent coercion were present, but Belgrade could not consolidate a hegemonic
cross-border clientelist pyramid. This produced intra-elite competition between viable alternative
elite factions in the RSK and the inability of the RSK to commit to Belgrade’s post-1991 prefer-
ences. Similarly, in Northern Cyprus the hegemony of the cross-border pyramid was weakened

128‘Hardline Serbs oust police chief ’, Reuters (21 February 1992); ‘Serb leader in Croatia falls short of victory’, Reuters (17
December 1993).

129Had ̌zi ́c controlled the three eastern districts of the RSK: eastern Slavonia, Baranja, and western Syrmia, territorially con-
tiguous with Serbia and separated from the western districts of Banija, Dalmatia, Kordun, Lika, and Western Slavonia. See
‘First elections in Serb-held regions of Croatia’, Associated Press (12 December 1993); “‘Daddy” knows best as enclaves vote’,
The Times (13 December 1993).

130‘Croatian Serb government resigns’, Associated Press (20 March 1994); ‘Croatian Serb rebels sack “prime minister”’, AFP
(29 May 1995).

131The Guardian, ‘Gritted Teeth’.
132ICTY, ‘Milan Martic’; ICTY, ‘Milan Babic’; Kolstø and Paukovic, ‘The short and brutish life of Republika Srpska Krajina’.
133Kolstø and Paukovic, ‘The short and brutish life of Republika Srpska Krajina’.
134Staniland, Networks of Rebellion.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
4.

48
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2024.48


European Journal of International Security 23

by Turkey’s neoliberal reforms, increasing political pluralism and encouraging alternative elites to
challenge the UBP.

Second, the cases highlight the importance of local-level public sectors as mechanisms for
distribution within disputed territories, linking publics to local elites serving as intermediaries.
Employment-based clientelism is argued to resolve monitoring problems in clientelist exchanges
due to continuous provisions of rewards and credible threats of losing access to them for not
reciprocating political fealty.135 This was readily observable in Kosovo, where parallel structures
accounted formost employment andwelfare distribution in Serb enclaves, and bureaucrats serving
as intermediaries functioned as local elites. Threats of losing access to parallel employment or ben-
efits effectively reduced intra-communal competition and leveraged political fealty to Belgrade’s
preferences for maintaining ethnic closure from 2004 to 2013, and support for the SL after 2013.

Variation within cases further highlights the importance of public-sector clientelism. In
Northern Cyprus, where post-1986 reforms cut the TRNC’s public sector, theUBP’s hold on power
wasweakened and intra-communal competition increased in the 1990s, able to challengeAnakara’s
preferences for maintaining the status quo. Similarly in Kosovo in 2009–10, smaller Serb enclaves
with small public sectors and administrations rejected Belgrade’s boycott policy and supported
alternative elites in Kosovo’s elections, gaining access to Kosovo’s institutions and particularly wel-
fare benefits. Further comparison to the RSK demonstrates that the absence of a viable public
sector, including dysfunctional publicly owned enterprises and unpaid wages, led to participation
in decentralised networks linked to individual alternative elites.

Last is the question of revising preferences in the context of internationally led conflict resolu-
tion and imposed costs for violating taboos on irredentism. In all three cases the homeland revised
its discrete preferences for the conflict following political changes in their own internal-facing
arenas. Where a hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramid linked the homeland government to
local ethnoterritorial elites and to local publics via public-sector institutions, the homeland could
expect commitment to its revised preferences by revising the conditions of exchange of induce-
ments. Accordingly, local elites, such as in Kosovo, exchanged political autonomy for inclusion
as intermediaries in the hegemonic pyramid, securing political survival. Where these linkages
were absent, increased competition between ethnoterritorial elites in the internal-facing arena,
increased uncertainty and reduced credibility of commitment to new preferences were observed.

Conclusion
Congruent preferences between national homelands that pursue irredentist disputes and co-
national communities in disputed ethnoterritories are not inherent. This study problematises the
relationship between the two as a nested game in which elites simultaneously bargain in a dyadic
external-facing arena and respective internal-facing arenas subject to competition, outbidding, and
the changing costs of conflict. Commitment in an external-facing bargain is limited in its credibil-
ity by this competition in internal-facing arenas, thereby limiting the homeland’s ability to pursue
certain dispute-related objectives, including efforts to escalate a conflict or pursue resolution to
reduce externally imposed costs upon it. While cross-border ethnic and irredentist conflicts are
remarkably complex, and this study does not purport to explain them in their entirety, the cre-
ation of hegemonic cross-border clientelist pyramids reduces internal-facing competition within
disputed ethnoterritories and thereby increases commitments to external homeland’s preferences
for a conflict. Case studies of Northern Cyprus, the Kosovo Serbs, and the RSK further indicate
that variations in clientelist pyramids, including the strength of local public sectors and meaning-
ful alternatives, can explain variation in commitment to external preferences and specificmoments
suitable for conflict resolution or points of escalation. While a strong cross-border clientelist pyra-
mid may facilitate either escalation or resolution based upon the homeland’s preferences for a
conflict, as Cyprus and Kosovo demonstrate, a weak one may likewise create opportunities for

135Frye et al., ‘Political machines at work’.
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either by allowing autonomous local elites to pursue their own preferences, including inter-ethnic
cooperation or unilateral escalation that passes costs to the homeland.

The outcome of hegemonic, cross-border, clientelist pyramid-building is the protracting of con-
flict and the persistence of states of uncertainty in disputed ethnoterritories. This contributes
an explanation to the existence, in some cases for decades, of distinct ethnoterritories that are
legally parts of parent states, but under the de facto political authority of others. Ultimately, in an
international environment non-permissive to irredentist or imperial state-building, cross-border
clientelism constitutes an alternative strategy for expanding state influence. Accordingly, it pro-
vides a long-term strategic explanation for the development of distributional infrastructure and
institutions in disputed territories – laying the foundation of a cross-border clientelist pyramid that
facilitates long-term political influence in claimed territories. Such developments were observable
in Turkey’s incursions into northern Syria after 2014, a region it has long sought influence in, which
included construction of public institutions and utilities networks, and training of local police
inaddition to military operations.136 It further contributes to practical understandings of resolving
irredentist disputes, by centring the importance of clientelist networks in influencing preferences.
On one hand, as in Kosovo, they may present a paradoxical challenge to conflict resolution by
which a strong pyramid is needed to enforce a homeland’s preference for reaching a settlement but
also solidifies long-term political influence that undermines sovereignty. On the other hand, this
points to the need to counter cross-border clientelism and for peace builders to focus efforts on
local-level political networks and distribution that links publics to central structures.
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