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ABSTRACT
The article examines the extent to which secessionist conflicts invol-
ving contested states are forgotten. A distinction is drawn between
three particular meanings of forgetting. These conflicts are not for-
gotten in the sense that the parties involved cease to attach crucial
importance to them—even the lack of prospects for overcoming
these conflicts does not allow the parties to disregard them. They
are, however, liable to be forgotten in the sense of not being promi-
nent on the international security agenda. In terms of knowledge,
they are certainly not forgotten: they generate large quantities of
military intelligence, observer mission reports, policy papers and
academic analysis. The article examines these various types of non-
forgetting and forgetting and the relationships between them.

Introduction

Forgetting is not necessarily a sign of failure. On the contrary, the ability to forget about
a conflict may be considered a political virtue. Forgetting—like remembering—is a
traditional aspect of community and nation building, and it is also an ancient precept in
conflict resolution.1 One of the altars in the Parthenon in Athens was dedicated to
Lethe, the Greek goddess of forgetting: it symbolized the duty of consigning the
suffering of civil war to oblivion. The duty of forgetting civil strife may also extend to
the obliteration of all forms of resistance from public memory. After the reconquista of
Antwerp in 1585, the Habsburg authorities declared that they wanted ‘to remove and
bar all cause for distrust and dissidence’. They decreed that the memory of the city’s
Calvinist past would be ‘erased and undone like matters that have never happened,
without them ever being allowed to be researched, inquired or reproached’.2 Forgetting
was further promoted as a device for guaranteeing peace between states. Two of the
treaties signed in Westphalia (1648) decreed that all enmity encountered during the
armed troubles should be buried ‘in eternal oblivion’.3 Present-day concepts of conflict
resolution and transitional justice agree with the view that past atrocities and severe
injustices have to be overcome in order to bring about conflict resolution, but their
precepts of reconciliation and forgiveness are based on remembering the past and
acknowledging previous suffering and injustice rather than on setting them aside.4

These politics of memory now form part of comprehensive strategies for establishing
a dialogue between the parties to a conflict.
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In contrast to the specific instructions to forget imposed on the defeated party by the
victorious one, or agreed between conflicting parties, the present article explores types
of forgetting and non-forgetting in secessionist conflicts in Europe 5 where neither the
suppression of a contested state through the use of force nor the resolution of the
conflict through a peace settlement appears feasible in the foreseeable future.
Prescriptive forgetting through the use of force, or forgetting through reconciliation,
are therefore excluded. Strategies based on a concept of transitional justice are likewise
difficult to implement in a political conflict involving a contested state.6 Under such
conditions, a party to the conflict may ask whether the conflict should simply be left
behind, by making no further efforts to resolve it. It would then cut its losses in order to
address political problems that may be dealt with more fruitfully. This particular
meaning of forgetting finds expression in the colloquial prescription to ‘Forget it!’7

This is the first meaning of forgetting that will be considered in the present analysis.
And in this case, non-forgetting means that such an option is considered inacceptable
and that further attempts should be made to achieve one’s goals. Secondly, the process
of forgetting may refer to the position of a conflict on the security agenda of external
actors—those who are expected by the conflicting parties either to grant recognition or
to engage in a policy of non-recognition. The consequences of their attitude for conflict
dynamics have to be assessed. In this case, forgetting may stem from indifference, or
even from a failure to give due care, by ignoring one’s responsibilities. Thirdly, the
concepts of forgetting and non-forgetting may refer to a loss of knowledge about the
various aspects of the conflict processes. The application of each of these particular
meanings of forgetting and non-forgetting requires a nuanced comparative analysis,
and the interrelationship between them needs to be explored.

The literature on the concept of forgetting, and related concepts such as memory and
remembering, is vast. Their relationship to conflict processes is explored in different
disciplines, ranging from philosophy to psychology to history.8 All these approaches
emphasize the constitutive role of forgetting and non-forgetting in forging identity. The
term ‘forgotten conflict’, by contrast, is used only casually in the literature on contested
states, where it indicates that these conflicts have been observed to be both neglected
and relatively unknown.9 It may be worth exploring to what extent these conflicts are
indeed disregarded. This article is greatly inspired by Paul Connerton’s study on seven
types of forgetting, where he disentangles ‘different meanings that cluster together
under this single term’.10 This article introduces and defines three types of forgetting
and non-forgetting which are relevant to secessionist conflicts involving contested
states.11

Each of the three types of forgetting and non-forgetting discussed here is defined in
terms of a conflict’s position on an agenda: the domestic political agenda of the
conflicting parties, the international security agenda, or the agenda of research and
international institutions that produce political analysis. Literature on agenda setting
points out that the attention paid to issues is a matter of degree: they are pushed further
up or down an agenda rather than simply being ‘on’ or ‘off’ it. But the dichotomous
type of distinction is still useful for indicating whether the attention issues receive is
serious or merely token,12 and in this particular context the same may be said of the
distinction between forgetting and non-forgetting.
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In agenda setting, the process of forgetting is inextricably linked to that of non-
forgetting. Both involve decisions that are more or less deliberate, and that concern
either the domestic political agenda of the conflicting parties, in the case of the first type
of forgetting analysed here, or the international agenda, in the case of the second type.
Knowledge about conflicts (in the case of the third type) is found in academic literature,
but also encompasses more practical forms of understanding, whose primary aim is to
inform the policy process—such as military intelligence, observer mission reports and
policy papers. How the acts of forgetting and non-forgetting feature on these two kinds
of research agendas must also be examined.

These three types of forgetting do not concern realities that are independent of one
another. An analytical distinction between the types should demonstrate its usefulness
by being able to produce a better understanding of how the domestic and international
political agendas regarding secessionist conflicts relate to each other. Secessionist con-
flicts do indeed have their origin in domestic politics,13 and they are therefore to be
defined as intra-state conflicts—but the creation of a contested state brings the conflict
into the international area, so the conflicts must also be seen as interstate ones. The
relationship between the two first types of forgetting and non-forgetting reflects how
the behaviour and attitudes of actors on one level of conflict relates to the behaviour
and attitudes of actors on the other level. The third type of forgetting and non-
forgetting gives us a better understanding of how the production of knowledge can
address the severe tension between the two levels—the incapacity to forget on the
domestic level, and the risk of forgetting on the international level.

The three types of forgetting are explored here in the context of intractable
secessionist conflicts in Europe involving contested states. Political science uses a
variety of terms when referring to these political entities resulting from a breakaway.
The concept of a de facto state is the one most widely used.14 This term refers to a
number of measurable criteria, such as a government that exercises control over a
given population and a specific territorial area over a substantial period of time, and
that seeks full constitutional independence. The concept of a ‘contested state’, by
contrast, refers to two kinds of challenge associated with the non-recognition of a
political entity as a state. First, a contested state is not recognized as a state by the
state from which it is breaking away, or by a significant part of the international
community, despite its claim to have all the basic features of one. Second, the term
‘contested state’ further indicates that these claims (of possessing the basic features
of statehood) are also contested. This second type of contestation refers to knowl-
edge or cognition 15—two characteristics that apply to the cases examined in this
article. Nagorno-Karabakh, Northern Cyprus, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Transnistria,
Kosovo, Donetsk and Lugansk16 are not recognized by the whole of the interna-
tional community and, moreover, in political debates and scholarly literature the
question is raised whether they may be considered states in terms of their sovereign
exercise of power: in other words, their constitutional independence of external
actors.17

The fact that all the contested states involved in these conflicts receive substantial
external economic and military support from a patron state (or a kin state, as in the case
of Nagorno-Karabakh, or several patron states in the case of Kosovo) makes their
destruction—one of the options at hand for resolving a secessionist conflict involving
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a contested state18—difficult to conceive of. This relative security does not rule out
occasional skirmishes or even a major military confrontation—as in the case of the
conflicts over Nagorno-Karabakh, or in eastern Ukraine.

The distinction between the three types of forgetting and non-forgetting is used here
with respect to a wide variety of secessionist conflicts involving contested states. The
degree of international acceptance of these states differs widely. Nagorno-Karabakh,
Transnistria, Donetsk and Lugansk are recognized exclusively by other contested states,
whereas Kosovo is recognized by about two-thirds of UN members.19 There are further
major differences between them regarding their historical origins and geopolitical
significance, and the types of mediation and support for the parties involved. We
need to see whether the distinction between the three types of forgetting may be
considered adequate for interpreting and providing a better understanding of these
diverse conflicts. We are working with illustrative cases. The case study method is used
here to uncover the actual meaning of each type of forgetting in a particular context.

In the following, we first analyse the processes of forgetting and non-forgetting in the
domestic and then the international political arenas, with illustrations of each of these
two types from all the cases discussed. We will then enquire into the process of
forgetting and non-forgetting in the production of knowledge—which constitutes the
third type. The comparative conclusions analyse the strained relations between the
domestic and international levels regarding the processes of forgetting and non-forget-
ting, including the kind of knowledge these tensions generate.

The domestic political agenda

In some of the conflicts involving contested states, a mutually acceptable compromise
has been in view at certain periods, but productive negotiations have lasted only a
relatively short time. Intensive negotiations on a settlement took place on the reunifica-
tion of Cyprus, for instance, in 2003–2004 and 2015–2017. In such conflicts, the default
position for negotiations is mostly a standstill.

Opposing parties confronted with deadlock in a secessionist conflict do not have equal
freedom of choice when it comes to attaching importance to the conflict. Here, contested
states have no real alternative. The hurdles facing them in their efforts to normalize their
relations with the outside world are high, and they are forced to confront them, regardless
of the difficulties they may encounter. This is the very condition of their survival as states.
For this reason, they cannot leave the conflict behind. Under these circumstances, the
conflict cannot be relegated to the past, and remains suspended in the present. Pristina,
for instance, does not deny that its external relations suffer from severe constraints owing
to Kosovo’s partial isolation, even though the country can count on significant diplomatic
support. The lack of full recognition is a major impediment to Kosovo’s participation in
regional and international organizations, including the EU, and it is therefore obliged to
pursue its efforts to achieve international acceptance.20 The Abkhaz authorities likewise
stress that an increase in the number of declarations of recognition remains a crucial
foreign policy objective.21

This policy priority does not mean that the breakaway entities acknowledge a long-
ing for international recognition by the state they have broken away from. Such a hope
would indicate a kind of dependence and would go against their sense of dignity.
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During the EU-mediated negotiations with Serbia, for instance, Pristina stated that
there were limits to Kosovo’s readiness to pursue this dialogue. Never-ending negotia-
tions and lack of practical implementation were putting its patience to the test.22 The
Abkhaz authorities, for their part, repeatedly stressed the lack of concern, and also the
indifference, of their public regarding Georgia’s counter-secession policies and
Georgian domestic affairs generally.23 Such statements serve to demonstrate their
factual independence, including in the public mind.

Governments of states confronting breakaway (Cyprus, Azerbaijan, Georgia,
Moldova, Serbia and Ukraine) or at the origin of irredentist conflicts (Armenia with
the dispute about Nagorno-Karabakh, or Russia with Donetsk and Lugansk) are in a
different situation. In theory they have more leeway than a contested state in determin-
ing how much importance they wish to attach to such a dispute. These states may have
lost control over a part of their territory, or may covet the territory of a neighbouring
state, but such contestation involves only a limited territory and population.
Relinquishing territory does not challenge their international sovereign status or state-
hood, particularly in cases of irredentism. Where the cost of a conflict over a contested
territory becomes too heavy to bear, theoretically they have the option of letting it go
and prioritizing issues that they can address more fruitfully. But such a decision
involves the question of national identity, and may therefore be perceived as treasonous
and lead to a loss of domestic legitimacy. This means that, even though such decisions
do not imply the loss of statehood, they may potentially lead to a loss of power on the
part of those responsible.

Simple neglect or even indifference on the part of the authorities towards the
breakaway territory, as indicated in the first meaning of forgetting described in this
article, does not necessarily imply recognition of the independence of the breakaway
entity. But if a central government abandons its efforts to reassert its dominion over an
uncontrolled territory it is betraying a lack of faith in its ability ever to recover it. Such a
position may be regarded by other states as an invitation to recognize the breakaway
entity24—a risk that public opinion in the country confronting breakaway will no doubt
consider unacceptable.

Georgia’s Rose Revolution of 2003 provides an illustration of the potential conse-
quences of neglect and indifference. The Shevardnadze regime was accused of having
forgotten about Abkhazia and South Ossetia. This was one of the accusations fuelling
the revolutionary process that led to the forced resignation of President Eduard
Shevardnadze in November 2003. The main charge had to do with corruption.25 The
two accusations were interlinked. The opposition’s argument was that the Georgian
leadership was profiting, both politically and materially, from the deadlock in the
negotiations on these conflicts. The corruption of the elite had thus led to a failing
state that was proving incapable of achieving reunification. Shevardnadze was accused
of having deliberately turned a blind eye to—or even actively promoted—the creation of
informal trade links with South Ossetia, which allowed for cross-border trade with
Russia without customs duties being paid. The laissez-faire policy towards the break-
away territories had found additional expression in Shevardnadze’s unwillingness to re-
establish his authority over the Georgian region of Ajaria, whose local authorities did
not actually secede from Georgia but nonetheless remained outside governmental
control. In the eyes of the Georgian opposition, such practices showed the weakness
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of the state and the strength of its corrupt elites. All this was equated with criminal
negligence, and even with high treason.26 These accusations became one of the main
mobilizing factors in the Rose Revolution—showing that it can be dangerously desta-
bilizing for a political leadership to neglect the question of breakaway territories in a
divided state, particularly if this neglect is associated with corruption and a general
policy failure, when it may, with good reason, be regarded as a failure to devote due
care to one’s political responsibilities.

This revolutionary discourse did not, however, lay the foundation for a successful
strategy to recover the lost territories. On the contrary. The tension heightened, leading
to the use of force. The Georgian‒Russian war of August 2008 led to Georgia’s military
defeat and Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In 2012 a new govern-
ment came to power in Tbilisi, under the leadership of Bidzina Ivanishvili. It took a
more moderate position towards Russia than its predecessor, and made diplomatic
efforts to accommodate it in various ways, but these did not resolve the conflict over the
status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Russia still maintains that the conflict can only be
resolved if Georgia forgets about the idea of reunification.27 But Tbilisi refuses to count
these territories as lost, or to leave this question behind, despite the substantial cost of
an active counter-secession policy. This is a stance that leads to political tension with
Russia, running counter to Georgia’s declared objective of improving these relations. It
also burdens Georgia’s relations with NATO with a problem the Atlantic Alliance is
unable to resolve. None of this, however, means that the Georgian authorities would
ever follow the precept that it is better to cut one’s losses if the alternative is to lose even
more.28 The government has not forgotten the lessons of the Rose Revolution.

The fact that public debate in a country facing secession does not focus much
attention on the division of that country does not mean that the government can forget
about it. The case of Transnistria is a good illustration of the role of public opinion.
Opinion polls in Moldova over the period 2000–2015 point to the marginal importance
of a settlement of the Transnistrian problem in the eyes of the public, as compared to
issues such as ‘fighting corruption’.29 In November 2015, only 9% of people included it
among their first three priorities. But even though there is no strong public pressure on
the Moldovan authorities to find a solution for Transnistria, it would still not be feasible
for them to abandon their counter-secession policies. Despite the low priority given to
the reunification issue in opinion polls, such a step would be perceived by the popula-
tion as a form of surrender.30 Here, the issue of national sovereignty and identity
trumps other political interests.

Nor would the prescription to leave a conflict on sovereignty behind help overcome
the division of Ukraine. There has been little belief, on either side of the front line, that
the provisions of the second Minsk agreements of February 2015—such as a restoration
of Ukrainian control over its eastern borders, or the implementation of special status
provisions in the governance of its eastern regions—should or will be implemented. The
cost of confronting Russia militarily and diplomatically may be considered enormous
for Ukraine, but it is still perceived as less than the cost of the compromise that would
be required for a global settlement with Russia and the breakaway regions, or the cost of
leaving an unresolved conflict behind—first and foremost, in terms of legitimacy. The
Ukrainian authorities regard the policy of holding Russia accountable for its aggression
as a moral imperative, in line with the constitutional clause that states that ‘the territory
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of Ukraine within its present border is indivisible and inviolable’.31 Acting otherwise
would raise ‘the question of what our soldiers were fighting and dying for all these
years’.32

The ceasefire between Armenia and Azerbaijan in their conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh
and the territories occupied by Armenia remains fragile. The 1994 truce that ended the
1988–1994 war has not been followed by any significant progress at the negotiation table.
There continues to be sporadic fighting along the ceasefire line, and in April 2016 there
were major clashes.33 Armenia has not been able to turn its conquests into a diplomatic
victory, and is also unable to increase its military pressure. Since the 1990s Azerbaijan has
largely overcome its military weakness by turning its newly acquired economic resources
into building its army, but it still faces Russia’s unwillingness to accept any radical change in
the balance of power in the South Caucasus. This does not completely rule out the choice of
a major military offensive for Azerbaijan, but if undertaken this would not have a reason-
able chance of success—success here meaning that it would greatly strengthen Azerbaijan’s
position in status negotiations. Defeat, meanwhile, could in this particular case entail a
major risk that the Azeri regime might not survive. Azerbaijan is thus unable to overcome
the deadlock through compromise, or through the use of military force, or, alternatively, by
turning its back on the conflict. So it cannot forget, but the price of not forgetting is a
constant risk of destabilization and war.

The conflict over Cyprus has been stalemated for more than four decades. The
rejection of the UN plan for reunification—the so-called Annan plan—by a Greek
Cypriot majority in the referendum in April 2004 was a severe setback for conflict
resolution prospects, but did not end the UN-mediated negotiations between the two
communities. These diplomatic efforts resumed in 2008. Some observers and think
tanks felt such efforts for reunification were in vain, especially in a context where new
ideas and perspectives were lacking. This was the view in particular of the International
Crisis Group (ICG), as could be seen in its policy recommendations to the conflicting
parties. In March 2014 an ICG publication pushed for a radical rethink of the feasible
options, in particular, independence for Northern Cyprus.34 It assumed that the two
parties had been driven too far apart over time to have much chance of succeeding in
their attempts to come back together, and future negotiations would most likely either
stall or lead to stillborn proposals for reunification. Nor was the status quo a long-term
option. In this situation, the ICG regarded partition as preferable. Forgetting about
reunification seemed a reasonable option, particularly as partition could in principle
take place within the EU. In exchange for recognition of their independence, and EU
membership, the Turkish Cypriots would have to make a number of far-reaching
compromises in order to satisfy the traditional demands of the Greek Cypriot commu-
nity. Those would include the return of a large part of the Cypriot territory and
compensation for property lost, and Turkey would have to withdraw its troops. In its
policy recommendations to the leaders of the Greek Cypriot community, the ICG asked
it to ‘privately explore, alongside talks on federal reunification, a full range of settlement
options within the EU framework’.35 It is interesting to note that the ICG recom-
mended exploring such choices ‘privately’. It would indeed have been political suicide
for any Greek Cypriot government to declare openly that it intended to forget about
reunification.
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The unexpected victory of Mustafa Akinci in the presidential elections in Northern
Cyprus in April 2015 led to a breakthrough in the negotiation process, and seemed at
first to contradict the ICG’s assessment. His declarations in favour of an agreement on
reunification on the basis of substantial compromises, followed by a positive response
from the Greek Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades, significantly increased the like-
lihood of success of new negotiations. These negotiations, however, were confronted
with the difficulties the ICG report had pointed out, such as the problem of designing
effective decision-making mechanisms and security arrangements.36 The failure of their
negotiations in July 2017 did not mean, however, that either of the two parties was able
to leave the conflict behind. They are unable to make joint efforts to arrive at a solution,
but over and over again they keep finding that any sustainable solution has to be
mutually acceptable.

The vast majority of EU member states—22 out of 27—recognized Kosovo as an
independent state in 2008. They considered that negotiations on single-state solutions
were bound to fail. Sovereign equality between Kosovo and Serbia, by contrast, would
allow for joint integration within the EU’s regional framework. Accession to the EU would
lead the two sides to cooperate with one another. Serbia would have to recognize Kosovo, as
one of the conditions for accession. This was a view supported by French diplomacy, which
felt that this position represented no departure from its traditional closeness to Belgrade, as
it was in Serbia’s best interests to forget about Kosovo’s reintegration.37

Opposition to recognition of Kosovo from Spain, Cyprus, Slovakia, Romania and
Greece, however, forced the EU into a solution where full recognition was not required
from Serbia. But Brussels still made Serbia’s membership prospects entirely dependent
on progress in its political dialogue with Kosovo. Engagement in the negotiations and
good faith in the implementation of the agreements constitute a crucial benchmark.
Furthermore, Serbia needs to tolerate Kosovo’s effective participation in regional set-
tings. In the view of the EU before EU membership for Serbia can be envisaged, the
whole normalization process and the creation of good neighbourly relations between
Serbia and Kosovo need to be concluded by a legally binding overall agreement.38

The Serbian government does not cherish the hope that reunification is feasible. It
has long since ceased to promote affirmative policies on the reintegration of Kosovo. It
does not oppose the EU’s policies of conditionality, and it accepts various forms of
‘normalization’ with Kosovo. It has even accepted the fact that the Serb minority in the
north of Kosovo will be institutionally integrated with Pristina. But such concessions to
Brussels for the sake of EU membership do not mean that Kosovo is or should be
forgotten, and the issue has not disappeared from the government’s agenda or from the
media. All Serbian political parties are opposed to Kosovo’s independence, with the
single exception of the Liberal Democratic Party. Counter-secession remains a top
priority for the Serbian government, even though it avoids confrontation with countries
that have established diplomatic relations with Kosovo. Although the EU has been very
wary of linking the EU-mediated dialogue with the issue of recognition for Kosovo, the
Serb government has repeatedly declared that it will never accept full diplomatic
recognition as the price of EU membership. Such declaratory policies are preventing
any nationalist Serb opposition party from benefiting from the political price Belgrade
is paying to remain on track for EU membership, and this attitude has led to severe
crises and setbacks in the EU’s attempt to normalize its relations with Kosovo.
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It may be concluded that neither the lack of any prospect of resolving by force a
conflict that involves a contested state nor complete deadlock in negotiations would
allow the parties to such a conflict to reorient their foreign policy towards objectives
that are easier to reach than reunification or international recognition, respectively. For
a government confronting breakaway, this would challenge its domestic legitimacy and,
thus, would generate the risk of higher costs than those resulting from a standstill in its
efforts to achieve reunification.

The international political agenda

The relationship between forgetfulness and the failure to attend to one’s responsibilities
with due care is a traditional theme in the analysis of the process of forgetting: the
closing pages of Plato’s Republic describe in metaphorical language how the river of
carelessness (Ameles) runs through the desert plain of forgetfulness (Lethe).39 In the
previous section we saw the fateful consequences forgetfulness may have at the domes-
tic level if a conflict on secession is neglected. But what are the consequences of
forgetfulness and neglect, respectively, by international actors—including states, inter-
national organizations and non-state actors such as international media?

Counter-secession policies aim to garner active support for a policy of non-recogni-
tion, as reflected for example in the inclusion of explicit references to the principle of
territorial integrity in bilateral and multilateral agreements.40 By contrast, secessionist
and irredentist parties will look for support for their positions on the basis of the
principle of national self-determination. The conflicting parties need to prevent the
mediation process from going against their basic interests. External actors, for their
part, may have serious concerns about the consequences of a particular conflict invol-
ving a contested state for the international order, or they may have geopolitical interests
at stake in its outcome, leading them to become active in efforts to resolve it. The efforts
made by the parties to a conflict to mobilize support, or those by external actors to
influence its outcome, will affect the setting, but will not reconcile the differences
between the positions of the parties directly involved in a secessionist or irredentist
conflict on the one hand and those of their allies and other external actors on the other.
The stakes are not the same. Conflicting parties and external actors will not frame the
questions of survival, territorial integrity or national identity in the same way. Generally
speaking, efforts by external actors in support of one of the parties, or in mediation
between the sides, are not enthusiastic. They may even not go beyond purely declara-
tory policies. A conflict may, for instance, be put on the agenda of bilateral or multi-
lateral meetings, then to be mentioned only in passing.41

There are exceptions, however. First, the policies of actors—including patron states
—that are involved in a secessionist conflict may be driven by irredentist motives. Some
nationalist parties in Turkey and in Northern Cyprus are united in defending the
interests of their common ‘motherland’,42 and these motives are also decisive for
Russia’s policies towards the Crimea. In situations like these, the attention conflicts
receive differs from one case to another. The ‘accession’ of Crimea to the Russian
Federation rates high in Russian public opinion—according to an opinion poll taken in
early 2017, the Russian public even viewed it as the second most important historical
event after the victory over Germany in the Great Patriotic War.43 The attention of
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public opinion in Armenia similarly remains focused on the question of Nagorno-
Karabakh. The Cyprus question, by contrast, rarely makes headline news in the Turkish
media these days.44 Second, governments may themselves be confronting secessionist
movements, and may therefore be convinced that the outcome of a conflict on sover-
eignty elsewhere will be decisive for their own fate. Cyprus, for instance, has repeatedly
declared that it will never recognize Kosovo, even supposing Serbia were ready to do
so.45

Conflicting parties that feel marginalized always have the option of ‘disruptive
behaviour’46 as a means of attracting political attention, in the hope that this will
force external actors to intervene in their favour. This was the option chosen by
Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili during the escalation of the conflict with
Russia over Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the run-up to the 2008 war. Until then,
the conflict on Abkhazia had been forgotten, in the sense that it did not have a
prominent place on the security agenda of the main international actors present in
the region. Russia was more engaged in the conflict than other powers, however, owing
to the risk of a regional spillover across its borders, and other consequences for its
national security. During the Georgian‒Abkhaz war of 1992–1993 it had deployed
peacekeeping forces on Abkhaz territory, which had since been monitored by UN
observers. However, Russia’s involvement depended on its broader security interests,
such as its policies towards the Atlantic Alliance. Western governments did give
continuous support to the UN’s mediation between Georgia and Abkhazia, but without
the kind of resolute efforts that would have been needed to make real progress in
resolving the dispute. Unlike Moscow,47 no Western capital had any members of
government directly involved in the mediation efforts. This lack of commitment was
concealed by ritualistic references to the conflict at bilateral or multilateral meetings on
international security issues.

This approach changed dramatically in the run-up to the 2008 Georgian‒Russian
war. The Georgian president, Mikheil Saakashvili, adopted a confrontational policy. He
ignored Western calls for restraint, hoping that the crisis resulting from a confrontation
with Russia would increase the geopolitical significance of these two conflicts, mobilize
Georgia’s allies and change the balance of power with Russia. Those Western govern-
ments that were opposed to Georgia’s full integration into NATO were accused of
neglecting their political responsibilities.48 Saakashvili managed to put the restoration of
Georgia’s territorial integrity at the top of the international security agenda by linking it
to NATO’s enlargement policies. When it came to Georgia’s membership of the
Atlantic Alliance, he was ready to cross a red line set by Moscow.

The growing risk of open war between Georgia and the breakaway territories—a war
involving Russia—prompted the European Union to step up its mediation efforts. Paris
and Berlin sent their foreign affairs ministers, Bernard Kouchner and Frank-Walter
Steinmeier, to the region. Javier Solana, the European Union’s High Representative for
Common Foreign and Security Policy, also engaged in talks with the Georgian and
Abkhaz leaders.

Georgia lost the war against Russia. By recognizing Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
Russia succeeded in keeping its troops in these territories without having to negotiate
any peacekeeping mandate with other countries, notably Georgia itself. As a conse-
quence, the conflicts in Georgia slipped down Russia’s diplomatic agenda. The EU also
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had an interest in downgrading their importance. A secessionist conflict in a country
that was peripheral to European interests should not dominate its security agenda, as it
had in 2008. But nor should it be forgotten completely. The EU addresses the con-
sequences of the non-resolution of the conflict on Abkhazia and South Ossetia by
remaining active as a co-chair of the Geneva negotiation process on the conflicts in
Georgia. It also deploys monitors along the boundaries with Abkhazia and South
Ossetia, and has a special representative covering all conflicts in the South Caucasus.

Conflicts can only be brought onto the EU agenda if it can be successfully argued
that the European level of decision making is relevant to them.49 Some conflicts fit more
easily into such a framing process than others, and will consequently receive more
attention: this is the case, for instance, with Cyprus—an EU member, and Kosovo—a
potential candidate for EU membership. EU leaders were keen to demonstrate contin-
uous support for the Cyprus negotiations in 2016–2017, despite the lack of international
media attention on this conflict. The mediation between Serbia and Kosovo was one of
the top priorities of Catherine Ashton, during her mandate as the EU’s High
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy from 2009 to 2014, and the
same now goes for her successor, Federica Mogherini. In February 2018 the European
Commission published a merit-based strategy for EU membership for Serbia and other
Balkan states, which aimed at increasing the pressure for reform and—in the case of
Serbia and Kosovo—for further normalization efforts.50

The restoration of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, too, is an issue that could easily be
put onto the security agenda of the EU and NATO, as they both have an interest in
ending Russia’s destabilizing role at Ukraine’s borders, and they also have the capacity
to act. And indeed, sanctions have been implemented. But this does not mean that the
restoration of Ukraine’s territorial integrity is a priority objective for them, or that they
assume that the Ukraine may recover Crimea in the foreseeable future. The US,
meanwhile, has delegated the negotiations with Russia on Ukraine to the EU.51 A
four-page document entitled ‘Issues Paper on Relations with Russia’, produced by EU
High Representative Federica Mogherini in January 2015, listed the EU’s core interests
with regard to its cooperation with Russia. It referred to the breakaway territories in the
former Soviet Union only in general terms, and expressed the need to secure from
Russia ‘a more constructive role with regards to protracted conflicts’ in Eastern
Partnership countries.52 The focus of these policies is thus on Russia’s general policies
towards its neighbours, not specifically on Ukraine. Within this framework, Western
governments formulate policy objectives that can be linked to measurable progress,
such as the stabilization of the eastern territories and their reintegration into Ukraine.
These objectives find expression in the sanctions policies of the EU and the US towards
Russia, which ensure that the conflict in Ukraine remains on the security agenda, as the
procedures entail the need for continuous reappraisal.53

Governments involved in mediation may end up being criticized for taking too close
an interest in a particular conflict. This happened to the German authorities when they
put serious effort into addressing the Transnistrian question. On 5 June 2010, in
Meseberg, German Chancellor Merkel and Russian President Medvedev signed a mem-
orandum in which they agreed that the EU and Russia would explore the possibility of
setting up a common political and security committee. This structure would ‘establish
ground rules for joint EU‒Russia civil/military crisis management operations’. The EU
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and Russia would ‘cooperate in particular towards a resolution of the Transnistria
conflict’.54 The German side engaged the EU, without consulting its other members, in
an attempt to resolve this conflict in exchange for the creation of a bilateral security
committee. But the initiative failed to deliver a new security dialogue in Europe. One
reason was that such a committee was not to the liking of some EU member states; also,
Russia seemed either unable or unwilling to take resolute steps towards a settlement on
the question of Transnistria. On the other side, this failed attempt resulted in increased
German interest in resolving this conflict, which Berlin perceived as the most resolvable
of all the ‘frozen conflicts’ in the EU’s eastern neighbourhood. This consequently put
Transnistria higher up on the agenda for negotiations with Russia.55 Moldova benefited
from the German attention. A number of political observers, however, questioned the
need for Berlin to take a leadership role on this issue. The German newspaper Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung reported on Chancellor Angela Merkel’s state visit to Moldova in
August 2012 under the headline ‘Es geht ein Flug nach Nirgendwo’ (‘A Flight Leaves for
Nowhere-Land’). It wondered how the ‘most powerful woman in the world’ (a reference
to a ranking given by Forbes Magazine) could spend a whole day in a country that had no
political significance whatsoever at a time when there were so many substantial issues
requiring her full attention—such as the negotiations with the Greek government on debt
relief.56 This editorial evoked the chancellor’s political responsibilities and appealed to
her to pay less attention to Moldova and its problems.

Particularly problematic in terms of carelessness is the way in which the international
community handles the question of Nagorno-Karabakh. None of the conflicting parties has
a reasonable chance of resolving the issue using military means. Nor have the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)mediators of theMinsk group (Russia, the
US and France) any prospect of achieving a settlement on the status question. They have
resigned themselves to addressing the constant breaches of the ceasefire and trying to
contain the risk of violent escalation. The conflict remains overshadowed by higher-order
concerns on the international security agenda, such as the Syrian civil war.57 This situation
does not rule out miscalculation or a deliberate attempt by the conflicting parties to achieve
limited gains. Disruptive behaviour is a conscious strategy by both sides for attracting
international attention, as is testified by ceasefire violations timed to take place just before
or during negotiations. Military operations in April 2016 left more than 200 people dead on
both sides. One of the likely reasons for these events is that Baku wanted to reprioritize the
conflict on the international agenda, without necessarily expecting to achieve a decisive
military victory. This raises the question of how to avoid carelessness. Laurence Broers
warns that military escalation by default is a real risk.58 The international mediators of the
Minsk Group have to overcome what Thomas de Waal describes as their ‘Karabakh
fatigue’59 and persuade the conflicting parties of the need to agree to common security
guarantees. Russia is showing more interest in the conflict than its partners: it is the only
member of the group to have its foreignminister taking diplomatic initiatives in person.60 It
may therefore be concluded that the other members of the international community do not
attach the same importance to this conflict—forgetting and non-forgetting being a question
of degree, and this lack of a common international position on managing it may very well
be regarded as carelessness.

It may be concluded that international actors play a crucial role in resolving conflicts
on secession: they may engage in mediating activities and—either alternatively or

JOURNAL OF BALKAN AND NEAR EASTERN STUDIES 589



simultaneously—may strengthen the position of one party at the expense of the other. But
even those external actors who are ready to lend active support to one side will still, in
most cases, demonstrate a high degree of indifference towards the core values at stake,
such as the affirmation of a national identity and sovereignty. These conflicts therefore
tend to be downgraded on the international security agenda, and this translates into an
acceptance of the status quo. Such an attitude on the part of the external actors may lead
to severe tensions with the parties to the conflict, especially if the latter engage in
disruptive behaviour. Case studies show that the main international actors involved in
European security are aware of such potential consequences and therefore avoid total
neglect—but in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh their inability to reach a common position
amounts to a lack of due care.

The research agenda

The international community’s knowledge about conflicts involving contested states has
increased over the years, but remains uneven. In some cases, there is also a loss of
knowledge. This may be demonstrated by a global overview, involving various forms of
knowledge, which ranges from academic studies to observer reports.

The academic interest in the various conflicts involving contested states in Europe
fluctuates—the conflict over Kosovo attracting the most attention and South Ossetia the
least. Regarding political science, most interest by far has been aroused by the geopo-
litical dimension of these conflicts, in particular the political responsibilities of external
actors in the breakup of states. In recent years the domestic policies of contested states
has also attracted attention.61 In addition, there is ongoing interest in how to transform
these conflicts—a research interest that is prominent in the analysis and policy recom-
mendations to be found in reports by NGOs and think tanks. These bodies inform an
international public about the claims of the conflicting parties—thereby fulfilling a role
that is particularly important in a context where the leaderships of contested states are
excluded from traditional diplomatic channels.

The reports of international organizations present in the conflict regions are a further
source of knowledge about these conflicts. The UN and/or the OSCE have missions in all
the areas in Europe where conflicts involve contested states 62—with the exception of
South Ossetia and Abkhazia since 2009. The biggest OSCE monitoring mission is
deployed in Ukraine, where it has been present since 2014. The OSCE was unable to
give early warning about the crisis in Crimea, or to respond to it quickly. By contrast, it
did provide ample information on the emerging conflict in eastern Ukraine, but as it was
not empowered by the conflicting parties it was unable to make full use of this knowledge
in order to contain the escalation of the conflict.63 The Special Monitoring Mission to
Ukraine (SMM) combines the roles of facilitator and observer: it has verified ceasefire
agreements and the withdrawal of heavy weapons, as decided in the Minsk Agreements,
but it has also facilitated new ones, including on the local level, which then also needed to
be monitored. It uses new surveillance technology, such as unmanned and unarmed
aerial vehicles (UAVs).64 Through its observer activities the SMM contributes to better
communication between the sides and OSCE members. This has been helpful in de-
escalating the conflict in the eastern regions. Finally, it also monitors the hardship
inflicted on the population by the fighting, and maintains contact with the humanitarian
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actors. Through all these activities, the OSCE mission in Ukraine is a crucial source of
knowledge for the international media and international decision makers.

Its mandate to monitor the ceasefire line around Nagorno-Karabakh does not
allow the OSCE to restrain violence or to inform the international community
effectively about it. Its monitoring team serves mainly as a communication channel
between the OSCE’s Minsk Group and local commanders.65 The lack of information
about the potential of this conflict to lead to regional destabilization betrays an
ignorance of possible consequences, and thus a lack of due care, on the part of the
international community. After the fighting of April 2016, the two parties to the
conflict agreed in principle that the number of OSCE observers would be increased.
They were talking about doubling the number of personnel: from 6 to 12,66 which
remains—in comparison to the observer mandates for all other conflicts, in parti-
cular that in Ukraine—extremely small.

The EU has deployed its own missions in some conflict regions, such as the EU
Border Assistance Mission which has monitored the boundaries of Transnistria since
2005, on both the Moldovan and Ukrainian sides. Since 2008 it has also deployed an
observer mission—the European Union Monitoring Mission in Georgia—along the
boundaries of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, this time on the Georgian side of the line.
Both missions provide Brussels with detailed information on the situation at the
borders with the contested states.

External actors rely on think tanks, research institutes and specialized advisory
bodies. For instance, the European Commission for Democracy through Law—better
known as the Venice Commission—gives advice to the Council of Europe or its
members on constitutional and international legal matters, including those relating to
the problems of divided nations. Some actors, such as the EU, have developed specia-
lized analytical capacity within their diplomatic services.67 The EU has moreover
mandated an international fact-finding commission to clarify the political responsibility
for the Georgian‒Russian war of 2008.68

The accumulation of various types of knowledge by the international community
does not preclude forgetting. Some models for conflict resolution have lost their
political relevance and are to a certain extent forgotten. One of these is research on
federalism and confederalism. Reunification through federalization was considered
acceptable by a number of governments confronting secession, for example in Cyprus
and Georgia, and it was also strongly promoted by international organizations mediat-
ing in such conflicts, such as the UN and the OSCE. Abkhazia, South Ossetia and
Transnistria, by contrast, have at times defended a two-state solution, through the
creation of a confederation with Georgia or Moldova, respectively. The interest in
federal and confederal models waned, however, with the combination of the failure of
the UN’s Annan plan for Cyprus in 2004, the recognition of Kosovo by a majority of
EU members in 2008, and Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia the same
year. The crises of federal arrangements in Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom
have also to be mentioned in this context. Federal mechanisms remained key in the UN
negotiations on the reunification of Cyprus in 2016–2017, but not in the discourse of
international organizations mediating in other secessionist conflicts. Where the EU is
concerned, its officials ceased to refer explicitly to federalism as a model for conflict
resolution in Georgia, owing to the lack of any prospect that it might actually be
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adopted, preferring instead to defend abstract legal principles such as territorial
integrity.

It may be concluded that knowledge about conflicts involving contested states has
increased enormously over the last two decades, and external actors now have a better
assessment of the consequences of stalemate in negotiations. This has come about
despite the uneven interest of the international research community in particular
conflicts, and the loss of knowledge in certain fields of conflict resolution.

Conclusions

A distinction has been drawn between three types of forgetting and non-forgetting.
Each refers to a gradual process, where either forgetting or non-forgetting is dominant.
The first type is when the conflicting parties choose to turn their backs on the conflict.
Non-forgetting refers to the rejection of this option. Contested states are not capable of
forgetting the conflict they are involved in, even if there is no prospect of its being
resolved in the foreseeable future: doing so would undermine their claim to indepen-
dence. States confronting secession, for their part, avoid this option too, even if the loss
of territory would not affect their sovereign statehood. For them, choosing to forget
might mean the loss of domestic legitimacy, as happened to Shevardnadze’s govern-
ment in 2003. Even when the public opinion of a state confronting secession relegates
this issue to the background, as the Moldovan population has done with regard to
Transnistria, moving on from the conflict is not an option.

The second type of forgetting refers to the marginalization of such conflicts on the
international security agenda, or even their omission. Forgetting on the part of the
external parties stems largely from their indifference to the identity dimension of the
conflict, despite the particular geopolitical interests they may have in its outcome.
Forgetting, indifference and neglect affect all conflicts, but to different degrees.

As for the third type, in recent decades there has been a vast accumulation of
knowledge about conflicts involving contested states. The academic community, think
tanks, NGOs, states and international organizations have all been involved. An effort is
made to acquire a good analysis of the issues at stake in these disputes, their historical
and political context, the involvement of external actors, the risk that a deadlock in
negotiations may lead to a resumption of violent conflict, and the military situation on
the ground. But such efforts are spread unevenly across the various conflicts, and there
are losses of knowledge as well.

The various types of forgetting and non-forgetting do not necessarily proceed in
parallel, but they are interrelated. The contradiction between an inability to forget, on
the part of the conflicting parties, and the process of forgetting (as reflected in the
marginalization of the conflict, up to the point of neglect) by the external actors, entails
considerable risks for European security. This was the case with the Russian‒Georgian
war of 2008, and it may yet become the case with the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh.
The international actors themselves need to be aware of the risks involved in such a
process of forgetting when their lack of attention coincides with the conflicting parties’
inability to forget. They may opt for increasing their knowledge about these conflicts in
all their aspects, ranging from the military situation of the contested states to their
domestic politics. But the fact that external actors become more knowledgeable about
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these conflicts does not mean that they mobilize the resources necessary to act upon
this knowledge. On the contrary, it may mean that they simply want to be aware of the
consequences of their inability to resolve the conflicts. There is real neglect—even lack
of due care—when insufficient efforts are made to gather information or knowledge
about the potential for violent escalation in situations of deadlock. This is particularly
the case with Nagorno-Karabakh.
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