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ETHNIC FEARS AND GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT: 
THE INTERNATIONAL SPREAD AND 
MANAGEMENT OF ETHNIC CONFLICT 

Introduction 

B
 ➢  

osnia. Chechnya. Rwanda. The early 1990s have witnessed a wave of ethnic 
conflict sweep across parts of Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and 
Africa. Localities, states, and sometimes whole regions have been engulfed in 
convulsive fits of ethnic insecurity, violence and, occasionally, genocide. The 
early optimism that the end of the Cold War might usher in a new world order 
has been quickly shattered.* 

 Even befor
and ethnic clea

e fears of nuclear Armageddon could fully fade, new fears of state meltdown 
nsing have rippled across the international community. Particularly salient is 

the subtle but nonetheless real concern that ethnic conflict is contagious, that conflict in one 
locale may stimulate conflict elsewhere, and that initial outbreaks in the Balkans and former 
Soviet Union, if not quarantined, could set off an epidemic of catastrophic proportions. As 
James B. Steinberg wrote in 1993, “The war in the former Yugoslavia continues, and there 
remains a risk that it will spread, not only to other parts of Yugoslavia, but to its neighbors, 
as well” (1993, 27). In attempting to persuade the American people to support the deploy-
ment of U.S. troops under NATO command to Bosnia, President Clinton echoed the same 
concern. “Without us,” he stated, “the hard-won peace would be lost, the war would resume, 
the slaughter of innocents would begin again, and the conflict that already has claimed so 
many people could spread like poison throughout the entire region” (emphasis added; Kemp-
ster and Pine 1995, A16.) Almost daily, reports of ethnic violence from around the world 
lend credence to this fear. 
 IGCC’s project on The International Spread and Management of Ethnic Conflict was de-
signed to address these concerns. We asked two central questions. First, how, why, and when 
do ethnic conflicts spread across national borders? Second, how can such transnational ethnic 
conflicts be best managed? Six conferences, 20 commissioned papers, and four policy panels 
later (listed in the Appendix below), we believe it is possible to draw the following prelimi-
nary conclusions. 
 Ethnic conflict is not caused directly by inter-group differences, “ancient hatreds” and 
centuries-old feuds, or the stresses of modern life within a global economy. Nor did the end 
of the Cold War simply uncork ethnic passions long bottled up by repressive communist 

                                                           
* Acknowledgments. The IGCC Project on the International Spread and Management of Ethnic Conflict was made possible by the 
generous financial support of the Pew Charitable Trusts. We thank Barbara Butterton of IGCC for her administrative and conference 
support. We are indebted to Fred Wehling, IGCC Coordinator of Policy Research, for his numerous contributions to the project. Fi-
nally, we thank the members of the IGCC Working Group, and especially the authors of the papers commissioned for this project, who 
participated in six conferences over 18 months; as reflected in the following document, we have learned much from the papers and 
discussions. 
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regimes. Despite their widespread acceptance in 
the current political debate, poor diagnoses such as 
these lead to equally poor prescriptions. 
 Rather, ethnic conflict is caused by collective 
fears of the future. As groups begin to fear for their 
physical safety, a series of dangerous and difficult 
to resolve strategic dilemmas arise that contain 
within them the potential for tremendous violence. 
As information failures, problems of credible 
commitment, and the security dilemma take hold, 
the state is weakened, groups become fearful, and 
conflict becomes likely. Ethnic activists and politi-
cal entrepreneurs, operating within groups, rein-
force these fears of physical insecurity and polarize 
the society. Political memories and myths and 
emotions also magnify these fears, driving groups 
further apart. Together, these between-group and 
within-group strategic interactions produce a toxic 
brew of distrust and suspicion that can explode into 
murderous violence—up to and including the sys-
tematic slaughter of one people by another. 
 Ethnic conflict can also spread across state 
borders by diffusing to other locales or escalating 
and bringing in additional, foreign belligerents. 
Diffusion occurs largely through information flows 
that condition the beliefs of ethnic groups else-
where. Ethnic conflict diffuses only to states that 
already contain the seeds of violence within them, 
but conflict abroad can exacerbate the national-
level strategic interactions that produce ethnic 
clashes. Escalation is driven by alliances between 
transnational kin groups as well as by intentional 
or unintentional spillovers, irredentist demands, 
attempts to divert attention from domestic prob-
lems, or predatory states seeking to take advantage 
of the internal weaknesses of others. 
 Managing ethnic conflicts is a process with no 
end point or final resolution. It is also an imperfect 
process that, no matter how well-conducted, leaves 
some potential for violence in nearly all multi-
ethnic polities. Effective management seeks to re-
assure minority groups of their physical and cul-
tural security. Respect, power-sharing, elections 
engineered to produce the interdependence of 
groups, and regional autonomy and federalism are 
all important confidence-building measures that 
promote the rights and positions of minority 
groups and thereby mitigate the strategic dilemmas 
that produce violence. International intervention, 
however, may also be necessary and appropriate to 
protect minorities against their worst fears as well 
as to deter the further spread of ethnic conflict. The 
ability of external actors to shape the course of 
ethnic conflict is extremely limited. Nonetheless, 
noncoercive interventions can raise the costs of 

purely ethnic appeals and induce groups to abide 
by international norms; coercive interventions can 
help bring warring parties to the bargaining table 
and guarantee minority protections; and mediation 
can facilitate agreement. A key issue in all inter-
ventions, but raised most clearly in instances of 
external coercion, is the credibility of the interna-
tional commitment. External interventions that the 
warring parties fear will soon fade may be worse 
than no intervention at all. In today’s world, there 
is no practical alternative to an international com-
munity actively engaged over the long term in con-
taining ethnic conflict.  

Ethnicity and Ethnic Conflict 
There are three broad approaches to the study of 
ethnicity and ethnic conflict. While we have not 
tried to impose a single approach upon the project, 
and the authors of the commissioned papers do 
disagree among themselves, a perspective on the 
three approaches is necessary not only to provide a 
foundation for some of the later issues we address 
but also to probe the limits of our ability to gener-
alize the findings of this study to other types of 
conflicts—especially those that are less self-
evidently ethnic in nature or do not possess an eth-
nic component at all. The three approaches are 
presented here as ideal types. We recognize that 
individual analysts may not fit well into any single 
category.  
 The primordialist approach takes ethnicity as a 
fixed characteristic of individuals and communities 
(Issacs 1975, Smith 1986, Kaplan 1993, Connor 
1994). Whether rooted in inherited biological traits 
(van den Berghe 1981) or centuries of past practice 
now beyond the ability of individuals or groups to 
alter, one is invariably and always a Serb, a Zulu, 
or a Chechen. In this view, ethnic divisions and 
tensions are “natural.” Although recognizing that 
ethnic warfare is not a constant state of affairs, 
primordialists see conflict as flowing from ethnic 
differences and, therefore, not necessarily in need 
of explanation. While analysts might probe the 
catalysts in any given outbreak of violence, con-
flict is understood to be ultimately rooted in ethnic-
ity itself. As Anthony D. Smith writes, ethnic 
conflict follows inevitably from ethnicity. 

Wherever ethnic nationalism has taken hold of 
populations, there one may expect to find 
powerful assertions of national self-
determination that, if long opposed, will em-
broil whole regions in bitter and protracted 
ethnic conflict. Whether the peace and stability 
of such regions will be better served in the 
short term by measures of containment, federa-

6 
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tion, mediation, or even partition, in the long 
run there can be little escape from the many 
conflagrations that the unsatisfied yearnings of 
ethnic nationalism are likely to kindle (1993, 
40).  

 Analyses of conflict from within the primor-
dialist approach stress the uniqueness and overrid-
ing importance of ethnic identity. Few other 
attributes of individuals or communities are fixed 
in the same way as ethnicity or are as necessarily 
conflictual. When viewed through this lens, ethnic 
conflict is sui generis; what one learns about ethnic 
conflict is typically not relevant to other social, 
political, or economic conflicts. 
 The most frequent criticism of the primordial-
ist approach is its assumption of fixed identities 
and its failure to account for variations in the level 
of conflict over time and place. In short, the ap-
proach founders on its inability to explain the 
emergence of new and transformed identities or 
account for the long periods in which either ethnic-
ity is not a salient political characteristic or rela-
tions between different ethnic groups are 
comparatively peaceful. 
 The instrumentalist approach, on the other 
hand, understands ethnicity as a tool used by indi-
viduals, groups, or elites to obtain some larger, 
typically material end (Glazer and Moynihan 1975, 
Steinberg 1981, Brass 1985, Rothchild 1986b). In 
this view, ethnicity has little independent standing 
outside the political process in which collective 
ends are sought. Whether used defensively to 
thwart the ambitions of others or offensively to 
achieve an end of one’s own, ethnicity is primarily 
a label or set of symbolic ties that is used for po-
litical advantage—much like interest group mem-
bership or political party affiliation. Given the 
existing structure of states, and the geographic 
concentration of individuals with common social 
or economic backgrounds within these entities, 
ethnicity may be a powerful and frequently used 
political tool, but according to instrumentalists this 
does not distinguish ethnicity fundamentally from 
other political affiliations.  
 It follows from the instrumentalist approach 
that the lessons drawn from ethnic conflicts can 
often—perhaps always—be applied to other sorts 
of conflicts. If politicized ethnicity is not inher-
ently different than other forms of political ma-
nipulation, ethnic conflict should not necessarily be 
different than other conflicts based on interest or 
ideology. In this view, ethnic conflict, however 
prevalent, is part of the larger conflict process. 
 Critics of instrumentalism counter that ethnic-
ity is not something that can be decided upon by 

individuals at will, like other political affiliations, 
but is embedded within and controlled by the lar-
ger society. They point to the inherently social 
nature of all ethnicities and argue, in contrast, that 
ethnicity can only be understood within a “rela-
tional framework” (Esman 1994, 13). 
 Finally, bridging the other perspectives and 
representing an emerging scholarly consensus, 
constructivists seek to provide this relational 
framework and emphasize the social origins and 
nature of ethnicity (Anderson 1983, Dominguez 
1989, Young 1993, Brubaker 1995). Arguing that 
ethnicity is neither immutable nor completely 
open, this approach posits that ethnicity is con-
structed from dense webs of social interactions. In 
the constructivist view, ethnicity is not an individ-
ual attribute, but a social phenomenon. A person’s 
identity remains beyond the choice or control of 
that individual. As social interactions change, con-
ceptions of ethnicity evolve as well. As but one 
example, until the late 1980s, the cosmopolitanism 
of urban areas and rewards offered by the federal 
state prompted many individuals in Serbia, Croatia, 
Bosnia, and the other constituent republics to 
evolve slowly a Yugoslav identity. As the state 
disintegrated, these same individuals, whether they 
wanted to or not, were quickly pressed by events to 
return to their more particularistic ethnic roots (see 
Brubaker 1995 and Kuran 1995).  
 As with instrumentalists, constructivists do not 
see ethnicity as inherently conflictual. While eth-
nicity is robust, the turn toward violence still needs 
to be explained. For instrumentalists, as noted, 
conflict is largely stimulated by elites who mobi-
lize ethnicity in pursuit of their own narrow inter-
ests. For constructivists, on the other hand, conflict 
is caused by certain types of what might be called 
pathological social systems, which individuals do 
not control. In this view, it is the social system that 
breeds violent conflict, not individuals, and it is the 
socially constructed nature of ethnicity that can 
cause conflicts, once begun, to spin rapidly out of 
control. “One of the great cruelties of ethnic con-
flict,” John Chipman notes, “is that everyone is 
automatically labeled a combatant—by the identity 
they possess—even if they are not. Thus, ethnic 
conflicts in their extreme can become total con-
flicts” (1993, 240). 
 Constructivist accounts of ethnic conflict are 
generalizable, but only to other conflicts that are 
also based largely on socially constructed groups 
and cleavages. This includes clan, religious, re-
gionalist, or nationalist groupings but excludes 
class and other material-interest based conflicts 
more likely founded on individual attributes. 
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Along with ethnic conflict, other types of “social” 
conflicts also appear to have increased in number 
and intensity over the last decade. Because of the 
generalizability of our principal findings, and the 
often amorphous but always permeable borders 
between ethnic, clan, religious, regionalist, and 
nationalist groups, we have not tried to draw sharp 
lines among these various types of conflicts. We 
believe ethnic conflict is part of a broader set of 
social relationships and that nearly all of our con-
clusions pertain equally well to other conflicts in 
this category.  
 On a final, methodological note, it is important 
to emphasize that there is no necessary contradic-
tion between socially constructed identities and 
rational, purposive choice by individuals and 
groups. As Hudson Meadwell (1989), Robert Bates 

and Barry Weingast (1995), and Russell Hardin 
(1995) argue—and as many of the papers commis-
sioned for this project demonstrate—the two proc-
esses and theoretical approaches are actually 
reinforcing. Individuals may rationally choose an 
identity within the limited range that is socially 
available to them. Given some identity, individuals 
or groups can also rationally choose strategies that 
are the best means to their ends. These best re-
sponses can sometimes collectively produce con-
flicts with appalling levels of violence, but this 
does not necessarily indicate that the choices were 
ill-informed or irrational. Identifying those social 
systems or conditions most prone to violence is the 
theoretical and research frontier. This task, albeit in 
a still preliminary form, is taken up in the follow-
ing sections. 

I. The Causes of Ethnic Conflict 

By itself, ethnicity is not a cause of violent con-
flict. Most ethnic groups, most of the time, pursue 
their interests peacefully through established po-
litical channels. But when linked with acute social 
uncertainty and, indeed, fear of what the future 
might bring, ethnicity emerges as one of the major 
fault lines along which societies fracture (Newland 
1993, 161). Vesna Pesic, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Belgrade and a peace activist in the former 
Yugoslavia, says it best. Ethnic conflict is caused, 
she observes, by the “fear of the future, lived 
through the past.”1  
 Fear of the future can take many forms. In the 
contemporary world, two broad types of fear seem 
particularly salient to ethnic groups. Some ethnic 
groups fear assimilation into a dominant culture 
and hegemonic state. This fear drives the politics 
of multiculturalism today—and underlies much of 
the ethnic politics found in developed countries. 
The struggle over the future of Quebec is one of 
the most pressing examples. Because of the power 
of the dominant culture and state, however, assimi-
lationist conflicts are unlikely to become violent, as 
the fearful minority is weak relative to the majority 
almost by definition. 
 Ethnic groups also fear for their physical 
safety and survival—especially when the groups 
are more or less evenly matched and neither can 
absorb the other politically, economically, or cul-
turally. When such fears of physical insecurity 
                                                           
1 Remarks to the IGCC Working Group on the International 
Spread and Management of Ethnic Conflict, October 1, 1994. 

emerge, violence can and often does erupt. While 
fears of assimilation, if left festering, can eventu-
ally weaken states and evolve into fears of physical 
insecurity, our concern in the post-Cold War world 
and in this paper is primarily with violent conflicts 
driven by concerns of safety and survival. 
 Fears of physical insecurity arise when the 
state loses its ability to arbitrate between groups or 
provide credible guarantees of protection for 
groups. Under this condition, which Barry Posen 
has referred to as “emerging anarchy,” security 
becomes of paramount concern (Posen 1993, 103; 
Snyder 1993). When central authority declines, 
groups become fearful for their survival and, in 
turn, tend to rely upon their own capabilities. They 
invest in and prepare for violence, and thereby 
make actual violence possible. Whether arising 
incrementally out of competition between groups 
or from extremist factions actively seeking to de-
stroy ethnic peace, state weakness is a necessary 
precondition for violent ethnic conflict to erupt. 
 While critically important, state weakness may 
not be obvious to the ethnic groups themselves or 
external observers—making the task of forecasting 
or anticipating ethnic conflicts especially difficult. 
States that use force to repress groups, for instance, 
may appear strong, but their reliance on manifest 
coercion rather than legitimate authority more ac-
curately implies weakness. More important, groups 
“look through” the present state to alternative fu-
tures in calculating their political strategies. If 
plausible futures are sufficiently threatening, 
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groups may begin acting today as if the state were 
in fact weak—setting off processes, discussed be-
low, that bring about the disintegration of the state. 
Thus, even though the state may appear strong 
today, concerns that it may not remain so tomor-
row may be sufficient to ignite fears of physical 
insecurity and a cycle of ethnic violence. 
 Situations of emerging anarchy, and the use of 
violence within such situations, arise out of the 
strategic interactions between and within groups. 
Between groups, three different strategic dilemmas 
can cause violence to erupt: information failures, 
problems of credible commitment, and incentives 
to use force pre-emptively—also known as the 
security dilemma. Within groups, ethnic activists 
and political entrepreneurs can make blatant ethnic 
appeals and outbid moderate politicians, thereby 
mobilizing members and polarizing society. Emo-
tions and historical memories and myths can exac-
erbate the violent implications of these within-
group interactions. 

Strategic Interactions Between Groups 
Competition for scarce resources typically lies at 
the heart of ethnic conflict. Property rights, jobs, 
scholarships, educational admissions, language 
rights, government contracts, and development 
allocations all confer particular benefits on indi-
viduals and groups. Whether finite in supply or 
not, all such resources are scarce and, thus, objects 
of competition and occasionally struggle between 
individuals and, when organized, groups. As Har-
din notes in describing relations between the pas-
toralist Tutsis and agrarian Hutus in Rwanda and 
Burundi, “the two groups do have an economic 
conflict—but it is merely a conflict for alternative 
uses of limited resources. They are like the warring 
kings of France and Spain, who, the French king 
said, were in complete agreement: They both 
wanted the same thing” (1995, 170).  
 Politics matter, in turn, because governments 
control access to scarce resources and the future 
income streams that flow from them. Individuals 
and groups that possess political power can often 
gain privileged access to these resources and, thus, 
increase their welfare (Hardin 1995, 34-7, Esman 
1994, 216). Because it sets the terms of competi-
tion between groups, the state itself becomes an 
object of group competition. Accordingly, the pur-
suit of particularistic objectives often becomes 
embodied in competing visions of just, legitimate, 
or appropriate political orders.  
 Scarce resources and the struggle to control 
state policy, in turn, produce competing ethnic 
interests. Groups seeking resources have two op-

tions. First, they can seek national policies that 
increase aggregate social wealth. Each group then 
gets a share of a growing resource “pie.” Second, 
they can seek group-specific benefits or “rents” 
that typically distort the economy. “Rent-seeking” 
reduces national wealth in the long run but may 
increase the well-being of groups in the short run. 
In brief, groups can seek a fixed share of a larger 
pie or a larger share of a fixed and perhaps shrink-
ing pie. According to the logic of collective action, 
large, majority groups tend to have an interest in 
the first strategy of increasing aggregate wealth—
of which they are the largest beneficiary—while 
smaller, minority groups prefer the second strategy 
of increasing group wealth (Olson 1965 and 1982). 
As a result, the majority and the minority possess 
opposing policy preferences. These strategies may 
be reversed in cases where the commanding 
heights of the economy—and thus the highest re-
turns to economic activity—are controlled by a 
minority ethnic group, as in South Africa, but the 
underlying policy disagreements remain. Countries 
with multiple minorities and no majority are likely 
to fall prey to redistributive conflicts, with no 
group supporting growth and all seeking particu-
laristic benefits. Other issues, such as integration 
into the international economy, may also produce 
opposing policy preferences if those issues fall 
along existing ethnic fault lines.2 Thus, in nearly 
all ethnically divided polities, groups possess com-
peting policy preferences.  
 In Nigeria, for example, communal groups 
look to the state to favor them when distributing 
public resources—producing, as Claude Ake ob-
serves, an “overpoliticization” of social life which 
gravely weakens the state (West Africa 1981, 
1162–63). In Yugoslavia, Slovenians and Croa-
tians resented the system of federal redistribution 
to the poorer regions of the country; in this situa-
tion, their publics backed their leaders’ expressions 
of indignation, ultimately fueling the demand for 
greater political autonomy (Woodward 1995, 69–
70). In both these and other examples, groups con-
clude that they can improve their welfare only at 
the expense of others. As a result, they become 
locked into competitions for scarce resources. 
 Periods of declining growth, like those experi-
enced by most of the communist societies immedi-
ately before and since the fall, can exacerbate and 
heighten intergroup tensions. Politics under condi-
tions of extreme scarcity contributes to a win/lose 
mentality in which ethnic representatives seek fa-

                                                           
2 For a discussion of the distributional implications of interna-
tional economic integration, see Rogowski 1988.  
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vorable inclusion in the state—even domination—
in order to avoid the risks of marginalization. 
Likewise, Jack Snyder (1993) argues that state 
incapacity frustrates the aspirations of individual 
and groups, and can produce a nationalist backlash 
that fractures states as people seek to create politi-
cal units more capable of meeting their needs. Di-
minishing resources increase competition between 
groups as they struggle to attain their goals. 
 Analytically, however, the existence of com-
peting policy preferences is—by itself—necessary 
but not sufficient for violence to arise. Violence is 
costly. People are killed. Factories, farms, and 
whole cities are destroyed. Resources that might 
have been invested in new economic growth are 
instead diverted to destructive ends. As violence 
and preparing for violence is always costly, there 
must exist some potential bargain short of violence 
that is to the advantage of all ethnic groups. As 
James Fearon (1993 and 1995a) demonstrates theo-
retically, some negotiated agreement must be pos-
sible that leaves both sides to a dispute better off 
than settling their disagreements through the use of 
force; at the very least, the same ex post agreement 
could be reached without the use of force and the 
resources that would have been expended in vio-
lence divided somehow between the parties ex 
ante. This holds irrespective of the breadth of the 
group demands or the extent of the antagonisms. 
The farther apart the policy preferences of the 
groups are, the greater the violence necessary for 
one group to assert its will over the other, and the 
greater the resources that can be saved by averting 
the resort to force. The divorce between the two 
halves of Czechoslovakia is a sterling example of 
two ethnic groups, in conflict over the distribution 
of resources within their federal state but anxious 
to avoid the costs of war, working out a mutually 
agreeable solution to their potentially violent com-
petition. A mutually preferred bargain must exist 
even if the resources available to groups are declin-
ing, because violence only further reduces the re-
source pool relative to possible agreements. 
Valerie Percival and Thomas Homer-Dixon (1995) 
demonstrate the same point empirically in their 
careful analysis of environmental scarcity and eth-
nic conflict in Rwanda; although widespread re-
source scarcity was an important factor in 
stimulating ethnic grievances, it was the fears of an 
elite faced with the prospect of losing power as the 
result of newly negotiated international accords 
that was the primary catalyst for one of the twenti-
eth century’s worst ethnic slaughters.  
 Despite appearances, then, competing policy 
preferences by themselves cannot explain the re-

sort to violence. For negotiations to fail to bridge 
the demands of opposing groups, at least one of 
three strategic dilemmas must exist. Each dilemma 
alone is sufficient to produce violent conflict. 
Nonetheless, they typically occur together as a 
dangerous syndrome of strategic problems.  

Information Failures3  
Because violence is costly, groups can be expected 
under normal circumstances to invest in acquiring 
knowledge about the preferences and capabilities 
of the opposing side, bargain hard, and eventually 
reach an agreement short of open conflict. Groups 
might even be expected to reveal information about 
themselves to prevent violence from erupting. It 
follows, then, that competing group interests pro-
duce actual conflict only when individuals and 
groups also possess private information and incen-
tives to misrepresent that information—a condition 
we refer to here as an information failure. When 
information failures occur, groups cannot acquire 
or share the information necessary to bridge the 
bargaining gap between themselves, making con-
flict possible despite its devastating effects. 
 Incentives to misrepresent private information 
exist in at least three circumstances. In all three 
conditions, revealing true information undercuts 
the ability of the group to attain its interests. First, 
incentives to misrepresent occur when groups are 
bargaining over a set of issues and believe they can 
gain by “bluffing.” By exaggerating their strengths 
and minimizing their weaknesses, or overstating 
the intensity of their preferences, groups seek to 
achieve a more favorable division of resources. 
When groups bluff, however, the risk increases 
that negotiations will fail and conflicts arise. Sec-
ond, groups may be truly aggressive but do not 
want to be branded as such. They may seek to 
minimize internal opposition. They may also at-
tempt to insulate themselves from repercussions in 
the broader international community; despite the 
only minimal sanctions typically imposed by other 
states, most groups seek to avoid being labeled an 
aggressor and the international isolation that such a 
classification can carry. Finally, in conflicts where 
the disputants are simultaneously negotiating and 
preparing for war, revealing private information 
creates an inherent contradiction.4 As Fearon 

                                                           
3 This sub-section and the next draw heavily upon recent essays 
by James Fearon (1993 and 1995a), two of the best theoretical 
works on conflict between organized groups.  
4 This is similar to market failures in technology. For firm A to 
assess accurately the technology offered by firm B, the latter 
must reveal fully the process for sale; after B reveals the tech-
nology to A, however, A no longer has any incentive to pur-
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(1995a, 400) notes in discussing the Russo-
Japanese war, for instance, any attempt to facilitate 
compromise by having each side explain how it 
planned to win the war would have seriously com-
promised the likelihood that they would win 
should such an event occur. Thus, each party was 
bound by its own self interest to withhold the in-
formation crucial to bringing about an agreement. 
Forthright admissions of abilities and strategies by 
ethnic groups will also be thwarted in similar cir-
cumstances. Concerned that private information 
they provide on how they intend to protect them-
selves or attack others will redound to their even-
tual disadvantage, groups may be prevented from 
revealing the information necessary to forge a mu-
tually satisfactory compromise.  
 Effective states in multi-ethnic societies suc-
cessfully arbitrate between groups and ensure that 
private information, when revealed, is not used 
against their interests. In short, states help preclude 
and solve information failures. As the state weak-
ens, however, information failures become more 
acute and violence more likely. If one group be-
lieves that the other is withholding information, it 
too may begin to hold back crucial data or antici-
pate failed inter-group negotiations and prepare for 
possible violence. Thus, information failures and 
even anticipated failures may drive groups to ac-
tions that undermine the ability of the state to 
maintain social peace. When this occurs, even ap-
parently well-endowed states will begin to unravel. 
State capabilities, then, are at least partly affected 
by the magnitude of the information failure and the 
beliefs and behaviors of the groups themselves. 
 Information failures are ubiquitous in ethnic 
conflicts. This fact reveals both good and bad 
“news” about ethnic conflict. On the one hand, all 
policy differences can be bridged—at least in the-
ory—if the alternative is a costly conflict. On the 
other, a primary impediment to peaceful compro-
mise is the strategic incentives of individuals and 
groups to misrepresent their private information—
and these incentives may be well neigh inevitable 
in a wide range of actual circumstances. This dou-
ble-sided message points to the importance of care-
ful mediation by parties who can probe the true 
preferences of groups and communicate them to 
relevant others. National states able to arbitrate 
between groups are normally the preferred instru-
ment to this end, but sometimes they fall victim to 
the information failures they are designed, in part, 

                                                                                    

                                                          

chase it. In any arms length sale, then, B will not reveal fully the 
technology and A will only be willing to pay less than what it is 
"truly" worth. 

to prevent. When this occurs, mediation by outside 
parties may be required. As discussed below, me-
diation is by no means a panacea, as the conflicting 
groups are bound by the same incentives as above 
not to reveal fully their private information even to 
third parties. Nonetheless, mediation can be a 
means of facilitating agreement by opening the 
channels of communication and influencing rival 
parties through selective rewards and punishments. 

Problems of Credible Commitment  
Despite the existence of mutually beneficial agree-
ments, ethnic conflicts also arise because groups 
cannot credibly commit themselves to uphold 
agreements they might reach (Fearon 1993 and 
1995a; also Hardin 1995, 143; Weingast 1995). In 
other words, at least one group cannot commit to 
the other that it will not renege on the agreement 
and exploit it at some future date. As exploitation 
can be very costly—up to and including the organ-
ized killing of one group by another—groups may 
prefer to absorb the often high costs of war today 
to avoid becoming a victim tomorrow. 

 Stable ethnic relations can be understood as 
based upon a “contract” between groups.5 Such 
contracts specify, among other things, the rights 
and responsibilities, political privileges, and access 
to resources of each group. Such contracts may be 
formal constitutional agreements or simply infor-
mal understandings between elites. Whatever their 
form, ethnic contracts specify the relationship be-
tween the groups and channel daily politics within 
the society in peaceful directions.  
 Most importantly, ethnic contracts contain 
“safeguards” designed to render the agreement 
self-enforcing; in other words, agreements contain 
provisions or mechanisms to ensure that each side 
feels secure and lives up to its commitments. As 
elaborated below, typical safeguards include, first, 
political power-sharing arrangements, electoral 
rules, or group vetoes that prevent one ethnic 
group from setting government policy unilaterally 
(Lijphart 1967, Horowitz 1985, Sisk 1995, Wein-
gast 1995); second, minority control over critical 
economic assets, as with the whites in South Africa 
or Chinese in Malaysia (Adam and Moodley 
1993); or third, the maintenance of ethnic balance 
within the military or police forces—thereby guar-

 
5 The term "ethnic contract" was, we believe, coined by Leonard 
Binder at the first meeting of the IGCC Working Group on the 
International Spread and Management of Ethnic Conflict, May 
13–14, 1994. On relational contracting more generally, see 
Williamson (1985); for an application to interstate relations, see 
Lake (1996). 
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anteeing that one group will not be able to use 
overwhelming organized violence against the 
other, as was found in Croatia before the breakup 
of Yugoslavia (Glenny 1992, Hardin 1995, 58 and 
159). These political checks and balances can serve 
to stabilize group relations and ensure that no 
group can be exploited by the other.6 In Barry 
Weingast’s words, “reciprocal trust can be induced 
by institutions” (1995, 15). 
 The terms of the ethnic contract reflect the 
balance of political power between the groups and 
the beliefs of the groups about the intentions and 
likely behaviors of the others. Safeguards are care-
fully crafted to respond to the unique circum-
stances of each set of groups. Ethnic contracts are 
undermined and problems of credible commitment 
created, in turn, by changes in either the ethnic 
balance of power or the beliefs of groups about 
others. These changes and their implications are 
reflected in two separate but related models, one by 
Fearon (1993 and 1995b), and one by Weingast 
(1995) and Bates and Weingast (1995). 
 The political power of groups is determined by 
demography, the resources available to each, and 
their capacity to organize effectively (Hardin 1995, 
56). The first two determinants are “raw” capabili-
ties, the third reflects the ability of groups to mobi-
lize themselves for political action and depends, at 
least in the early stages of the conflict, upon the 
existence of other social institutions that bring to-
gether members of the ethnic communities. More 
powerful groups have a larger say in setting the 
terms of the contract. However, if the less powerful 
group is to agree voluntarily to enter and abide by 
the contract, its interests must also be assured—
including its concern that the more powerful group 
will try to exploit it and alter the terms of the con-
tract at some future date. Indeed, it is the minority, 
fearful of future exploitation, that ultimately de-
termines the viability of any existing ethnic con-
tract. As long as the balance of ethnic power 
remains stable—and is expected to remain stable—
well crafted ethnic contracts can manage tensions 

                                                           
6 Aleksa Djilas (1995, 99) argues that the communist party 
served as the primary safeguard in Yugoslavia, largely through 
coercion and repression, and that the defeat of the party in the 
1990 elections left a political vacuum. He faults the party for not 
developing "stable institutions that could have regulated rela-
tions among the republics' national groups and protected their 
political, cultural, and territorial rights....Since Bosnia's Parlia-
ment, courts, press, and policy, had no authority as impartial 
institutions, affiliation with one's national group emerged as the 
only source of protection, whether of one's human rights or 
physical security." Weingast (1995, 16 (fn. 17) and 17), on the 
other hand, credits Marshall Tito for constructing a set of veto 
mechanisms institutionalizing trust among the groups. 

between groups. It is through such contracts, and 
their internal safeguards, that most ethnic groups 
most of the time manage to avoid conflict despite 
their differing policy preferences.  
 The ethnic balance of power is almost always 
in flux, however, rendering safeguards transitory 
and creating insecurities between groups. As in 
Lebanon, disparities in population growth rates 
may, over time, alter the balance between groups. 
When multi-ethnic polities fragment, as in Yugo-
slavia and the former Soviet Union, the relevant 
population against which groups assess the balance 
also shifts. The various ethnic groups that once 
counted their numbers on a national scale must 
now calculate their kin in terms of the new, smaller 
political units—and may find them-selves in an 
improved or greatly diminished position. It is ap-
prehension over the consequences of any dissolu-
tion that motivates Protestants in Northern Ireland 
to hold tenaciously onto union with the largely 
Protestant United Kingdom rather than to merge 
with the predominantly Catholic state of Ireland. 
Finally, when differing access to resources creates 
prosperity for some groups and poverty for others, 
the ethnic balance may also shift. When such 
changes in the ethnic balance of power are unan-
ticipated, or the safeguards are overly rigid and 
cannot be renegotiated easily, the ethnic contract 
will be at risk of collapse. 
 Problems of credible commitment arise as the 
balance of ethnic power shifts. When the influence 
of one side is declining, as Fearon shows (1993), 
previously enforceable ethnic contracts become 
unenforceable. The checks and balances designed 
to safeguard the agreement—reflecting the balance 
of political power between the groups today—
becomes insufficient tomorrow. Even if the group 
that is growing stronger promises to uphold exist-
ing safeguards and not to exploit the weaker group 
in the future, there is nothing to prevent it from 
breaking its promise when it actually is stronger. 
Recognizing this, the group that is growing weaker 
has no incentive to believe the promises made by 
the stronger. Fearon shows that the larger the dif-
ferences in the policy preferences of the two 
groups, and the lower the costs of fighting (or, 
equivalently, the higher the weaker group’s prob-
ability of winning in any resort to arms), the more 
likely the declining side is to choose to fight today 
when it is still relatively stronger than to accede to 
an ethnic contract that will become increasingly 
unenforceable as time progresses. As John Chip-
man (1993, 239) concludes, “All ethnic conflict is 
testimony to some prior failure of political ar-
rangements that somehow once acted as a prophy-
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lactic to the organization of competition around 
ethnic claims.”  
 It is important to note that conflict arises in 
this model from a combination of different policy 
preferences and commitments that lack credibility, 
not necessarily from a lack of information—thus 
distinguishing this dilemma from the information 
failures above and the model below. Both their 
differing policy preferences and changing power 
positions are well known to all parties to the con-
flict, but they choose to fight anyway. A focus on 
the ethnic balance of power demonstrates that even 
when fully rational and informed, groups may 
nonetheless decide it is better to fight now than 
risk exploitation later. In this instance, ethnic con-
flict is rooted in the competing policy preferences 
and changing power positions of the groups—
characteristics of situations in which any ethnic 
contract becomes unenforceable and, therefore, not 
credible to the groups themselves. 
 Weingast (1995) and Bates and Weingast 
(1995) demonstrate that uncertainty by one group 
over the nature and intentions of another can also 
generate problems of credible commitment inde-
pendent of changes in the ethnic balance of power. 
Specifically, they show that if information is in-
complete and there are costs to becoming a victim 
in the future, changes in the beliefs of one group 
about the intentions of another can play a large role 
in setting the parties on the road to violence.7 
Moreover, if being a victim means becoming the 
target of genocide, for instance, then beliefs that 
attach even a very small probability to an opponent 
actually being genocidal may be sufficient to cause 
the first group to prefer conflict over compromise 
and the possibility of future destruction. To pro-
voke conflict, one group need not believe that the 
other really is aggressive, only that it might be. 
With incomplete information, even small changes 
in beliefs about the intentions of the other group 
can generate massive violence. Uncertainty over 
the intentions of others, as a result, can undermine 
ethnic contracts, create problems of credible com-
mitment, and provoke inter-group conflict. 
 Information is always costly to acquire and, as 
a result, there is always some uncertainty about the 
intentions of other groups. While conflict and war 
may be costly, creating incentives to invest in ac-
quiring more and better information, groups (and 
individuals) will still economize on this activity. 
                                                           
7 Beliefs are used here in their game theoretic sense to refer to 
the conditional probably of an actor holding one set of prefer-
ences (intentions, in the text, payoffs from a game, more for-
mally) rather than another. Beliefs are formed subjectively by 
actors, largely on the basis of past interactions.  

As each additional piece of information is less use-
ful than the last and increasingly costly to acquire, 
groups will stop short of obtaining full information 
about their political environment. Groups compen-
sate for their informational limitations by acting on 
the basis of prior beliefs about the likely prefer-
ences of others (as well as the costs of resorting to 
violence and other variables). These beliefs are 
formed through historical experience—the “past” 
in Pesic’s words—and represent each group’s best 
guess about the other’s intentions. Groups then 
update these beliefs as new information becomes 
available to them. Nonetheless, information is al-
ways incomplete and groups are always uncertain 
about each other’s purposes. Conflict, then, always 
remains possible in ethnic relations.  
 As the ethnic balance of power is constantly in 
flux and some uncertainty over the intentions of 
others is ever present, problems of credible com-
mitment in ethnic relations are universal. Whether 
concerned that the balance of power may tip 
against them or that the other may have hostile 
intentions, groups worry that agreements made 
today will not be honored tomorrow. Fearful of the 
future, especially but not only where the state is 
controlled by an adversary, groups may resort to 
violence today to secure their position as best they 
can.  
 As the recent conflicts in Bosnia and Rwanda 
indicate, problems of credible commitment can 
produce violence even when the differences in the 
policies preferred by groups are not large and the 
groups themselves appear closely related. As 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan notes, “Ethnic conflict 
does not require great differences; small will do” 
(1993, 15). When one group fears exploitation in 
the future as its position weakens, or beliefs 
change, conflict can rapidly take hold. Changing 
balances of ethnic power or beliefs, moreover, are 
likely to produce preemptive moves by the weaker 
party that produce overt violence; if one is growing 
progressively weaker or believes that the other is 
becoming increasingly hostile, it is better to fight 
sooner rather than later. Once the potential for fu-
ture vulnerability becomes apparent, current rela-
tions and the state itself can quickly unravel.  
 It is now commonplace to assert that recent 
demographic, social, economic, military, ideologi-
cal or political changes—especially, but not limited 
to the end of the Cold War—have engendered the 
current wave of ethnic conflict (Esman 1994, 261). 
Yet, the broad types of changes frequently men-
tioned do not cause violence directly. Rather, such 
changes are mediated by both the balance of local 
political power between competing ethnic groups 
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and their historically formed beliefs about each 
other’s intentions. The changes associated with the 
end of the Cold War have had different effects in 
different areas, depending upon these local condi-
tions.  
 Increasing economic integration, for instance, 
does not necessarily produce conflict (cf. 
Lipschutz and Crawford 1995; Woodward 1995). 
Yet, it can contribute to the outbreak of ethnic vio-
lence when integration affects different groups 
within the economy in different ways—favoring 
some, harming others—and these economic effects 
overlap with existing ethnic cleavages. If the dis-
tributional effects of increased integration are un-
correlated with ethnicity, or all ethnic groups are 
affected in similar ways, there will be no change in 
the ethnic balance of power and, in turn, no in-
crease in the probability of conflict.  
 In the same way, the collapse of communism, 
often pointed to as an important source of the eth-
nic conflicts now underway in Eastern Europe and 
the former Soviet Union, is mediated by the local 
balance of ethnic power. The fall of communism 
did not directly unleash years of pent-up ethnic 
tension throughout this area. Rather, it decimated 
and delegitimated existing ethnic contracts and 
altered the balance of power between ethnic 
groups—in some cases returning the balance to the 
status quo ante, in others, altering it in favor of one 
ethnic group, and in still others, fundamentally 
transforming it by creating new states and strand-
ing millions of migrants outside their ethnic home-
lands. Depending upon the pre- and post-collapse 
balances of ethnic power, and the beliefs of groups 
about the intentions of newly empowered groups, 
the fall of communism had different effects on the 
types and magnitudes of conflict found in these 
regions. 
 More generally, democratization and political 
reform are frequently portrayed as sources of in-
stability and potential ethnic conflict. According to 
Michael Brown, “Democratization, scholars agree, 
is particularly problematic in multiethnic societies. 
It often exacerbates existing ethnic tensions” 
(1993, 9). David Welsh suggests that “liberaliza-
tion and democratization are like air to a smolder-
ing fire” (1993, 47).8 Conclusive findings 
regarding these relationships are still to be worked 
out. Yet, while often associated with outbreaks of 
ethnic violence, democratization and political re-
form are also only indirect causes mediated by the 
local balance of ethnic power and prior beliefs. 

                                                           
                                                          

8 Simons (1995) argues that democracy is unworkable in an 
environment where genealogy rules.  

New political institutions and mechanisms by 
themselves do not cause violence. Widening politi-
cal participation, broadening the effective fran-
chise, and bringing new groups into the political 
process will, however, disrupt the old balance of 
power—indeed, this is typically the intent of the 
reformers. When such institutional changes align 
with ethnic cleavages, or empower groups believed 
to be hostile, ethnic conflict can result. Nonethe-
less, it is the change in political power of groups 
and the fear of future vulnerability that ultimately 
drives the move toward violence, not the change in 
political institutions per se. 
 Where information failures point to the impor-
tance of outside mediators in helping to manage 
and possibly prevent ethnic conflicts, problems of 
credible commitment point to a potential role for 
outside peace-keepers or peace enforcers as guar-
antors of new ethnic contracts. Indeed, when the 
future risk of exploitation is high, but the declining 
group is still strong enough to possess some chance 
of victory, outside enforcers may be the only way 
to ensure ethnic peace (Stedman 1995b, Walter 
1995). We return to the potential for conflict man-
agement through outside intervention below. 

The Security Dilemma  
Barry Posen (1993) has recently extended the con-
cept of the security dilemma, first developed in 
international relations, to the study of ethnic con-
flict.9 In the broadest sense of the concept, the se-
curity dilemma is understood to follow 
axiomatically from anarchy. Under anarchy, states 
are dependent upon self-help for their security and 
must therefore maintain and perhaps expand their 
capabilities. This threatens others, who react by 
maintaining and expanding their capabilities. The 
dilemma follows from the inability of the two sides 
to observe directly each other’s intentions; if both 
parties knew the other was arming strictly for de-
fensive purposes, the potential spiral would be cut 
short. But because states cannot know the inten-
tions of others with certainty, in Barry Posen’s 
words, “What one does to enhance one’s own se-
curity causes reactions that, in the end, can make 
one less secure” (1993, 104).  
 Used in this broad way, however, the security 
dilemma more accurately rests on the information 
failures and problems of credible commitment just 
discussed. If preparing for war and actually using 
force is costly, groups will have substantial incen-

 
9 The security dilemma has a long pedigree in international 
relations. Jervis (1978) gave the concept its modern form. Posen 
(1993) was the first to apply it to ethnic relations. 
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tives to acquire information about the motivations 
and strategies of others and to construct safeguards 
to support negotiated solutions. By doing so, 
groups can lessen the severity of the dilemma and 
open up a larger bargaining space between the par-
ties; as a result, if groups face a severe dilemma, it 
is in part because they cannot agree to solve it 
(Wagner 1993). It is not anarchy per se that pre-
cludes states from sharing information about their 
intentions or undertaking agreements not to engage 
in arms spirals but, rather, information failures and 
the inability to commit credibly to pacific strate-
gies. 
 The unique core of the security dilemma lies 
in situations where one or more parties to a dispute 
have incentives to resort to preemptive uses of 
force. We use the term here to refer to these spe-
cific incentives. As Robert Jervis (1978) observes, 
incentives to preempt arise when offensive military 
technologies and strategies have an advantage over 
a more defensive posture. When the offense domi-
nates, attacking is the best route to protecting what 
you have. Even status quo groups (and states), it 
follows, may be tempted to launch preemptive 
strikes. Posen argues that ethnic group solidarity 
also provides a strong basis for preemption, as 
does the political geography of collapsing multina-
tional states—which often leaves “islands of one 
group’s population . . . stranded in the sea of an-
other.” (1993, 105–9, quote on 108). 
 When incentives to use force preemptively are 
strong, the security dilemma takes hold and works 
its pernicious effects. Fearful that the other might 
preempt, groups strike first and negotiate later. In 
ethnic relations, as in international relations, a cy-
cle of violence can seize previously peaceful 
groups even as they seek nothing more than their 
own safety. By the same logic, previously satisfied 
groups can be driven to become aggressors—
destroying ethnic harmony in the process. 
 Where information failures can be mitigated 
by external mediators and problems of credible 
commitment offset, in part, by external guarantees 
of ethnic contracts, the ability of third parties to 
moderate the security dilemma is very limited. Ex-
ternal actors can seek to raise the costs of using 
force, in general, and preemptive uses of force, in 
particular, by themselves punishing groups that 
strike first. Through early intervention and media-
tion, external actors may also be able to shape mili-
tary doctrines and force structures in groups 
beginning to prepare for self-defense. Neverthe-
less, unless incentives to preempt are in place, 
there is little outsiders can do to mitigate the secu-
rity dilemma. But they can do little to change the 

incentives to preempt that lead groups into the se-
curity dilemma. 

Strategic Interactions Within Groups 
Strategic interactions between groups create the 
unstable social foundations from which ethnic con-
flict arises. Information failures, problems of credi-
ble commitment, and the security dilemma 
demonstrate that even when groups mean well and 
calculate the costs and benefits of alternatives real-
istically, conflict can still result. Even in “the best 
of all possible worlds,” these strategic dilemmas 
can produce violent conflict. Strategic interactions 
within groups can also polarize societies and, by 
doing so, exacerbate the strategic dilemmas and 
potential for conflict above. The roles played by 
ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs are cen-
tral to this process of polarization. Political memo-
ries and myths and emotions also magnify the 
polarizing effects of activists and entrepreneurs. 
 There are strong centripetal forces that drive 
ethnic groups together. As Russell Hardin writes, 

Individuals identify with such groups because 
it is in their interests to do so. Individuals may 
find identification with their group beneficial 
because those who identify strongly may gain 
access to positions under the control of the 
group and because the group provides a rela-
tively secure and comfortable environment. 
Individuals create their own identification with 
the group through the information and capaci-
ties they gain from life in the group. A group 
gains power from coordination of its members, 
power that may enable it to take action against 
other groups. Hence, the group may genuinely 
be instrumentally good for its members. . . . 
(Hardin 1995, 70) 

Robert Bates, in turn, explains the persistence of 
ethnic groups in Africa by “their capacity to extract 
goods and services from the modern sector and 
thereby satisfy the demands of their members” 
(1983, 161). With resources such as land, state 
allocations, and high governmental positions in 
scarce supply and highly valued by all communal 
interests, ethnic membership is viewed as a means 
of maximizing the ability of individuals and groups 
to compete. Social interactions reinforce ethnic 
identities, carrying them beyond the purely mate-
rial realm and giving them meaning in a wider 
range of relations. In particular, ethnic groups tend 
to possess strong norms of exclusion that override 
more diffuse universalistic norms, thus reinforcing 
group solidarity and promoting extremism (Hardin 
1995, 101 and 140–1). As individuals interact with 
others in their social environment, ethnic groups 
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thus have a strong tendency to form and become 
politically salient.  
 The centripetal forces that drive groups 
together, however, do not necessarily lead to the 
polarization of the larger society. Ethnic identities 
and even vibrant ethnic organizations can coexist 
with a wide range of other, potentially cross-
cutting identities and organizations. Two cata-
lysts—ethnic activists and political entrepre-
neurs—are necessary to produce polarization.  
 Timur Kuran (1995) examines the role of eth-
nic activists in the process of what he calls ethnic 
dissimilation. Recognizing that all individuals de-
sire to belong to groups, but that the strength of 
this desire can differ, Kuran argues that individuals 
with especially strong needs to identify with ethnic 
kin can persuade directly or induce indirectly 
through their own behavior others to increase their 
public ethnic activity. Over time, ethnic activists 
can lead individuals to increase their preferences 
for ethnic activity or their manifest ethnic behav-
iors in order to maintain standing within the group. 
For example, as associates make more frequent and 
visible displays of consuming ethnic foods, indi-
viduals must likewise increase their consumption 
(even if they do not especially like the foods) to 
remain part of the group. Such increases, more-
over, can be self-reinforcing, thereby creating fur-
ther increases in identifiably ethnic behaviors. In 
this way, ethnic activists and the social pressures 
they foster can cause previously integrated com-
munities to separate along ethnic lines. As indi-
viduals can be driven by social pressures to 
represent falsely their true preferences, and there 
may be multiple equilibria, Kuran demonstrates 
that the process of dissimilation can be rapid, ap-
parently spontaneous, and essentially unpredict-
able. 
 Political entrepreneurs both reflect the polari-
zation of societies and, through their actions, pro-
pel this process further. As Stephen Saideman 
(1995) notes, ethnicity often provides a key marker 
for self-aggrandizing politicians seeking to build 
constituencies for attaining or keeping political 
power. As an identifiable (if not “fixed”) character-
istic, ethnicity allows for selective benefits to be 
targeted to specific communities—and for politi-
cians representing those communities to claim 
credit for delivering the goods; at the same time, 
ethnic cleavages allow political entrepreneurs to 
mobilize grievances against distributions of bene-
fits that are perceived to be unfavorable to the 
group. Thus, while ethnicity is certainly not the 
only political marker, it is a highly visible and eas-
ily used vehicle for political mobilization. 

 Politicians in the middle of the political spec-
trum or those who court ethnically heterogeneous 
constituencies are often vulnerable to extremists 
and others seeking to draw support from only a 
narrower but more ethnically homogenous con-
stituency. When faced with extremist challenges or 
the threat of such challenges, even centrist politi-
cians can be driven to embrace a more “ethnic” 
position and defend more vigorously communal 
interests—a phenomenon often referred to as eth-
nic outbidding (Rothschild 1981; Horowitz 1985). 
The smaller the constituency willing to support a 
universalistic program, the more likely politicians 
will be drawn toward to the extremes. 
 Political entrepreneurs seeking power based 
on ethnic appeals also reinforce social polarization. 
Political entrepreneurs are often indistinguishable 
from ethnic activists. Like activists, they can high-
light and legitimate ethnic associations and affini-
ties. By doing so, they raise the political saliency 
of ethnicity and increase the likelihood that mem-
bers of their ethnic group will support them rather 
than more centrist politicians. In framing issues for 
the public, moreover, extremists will exaggerate 
the hostility of others and magnify the likelihood 
of conflict—thereby distorting public debate and 
images of other groups and driving co-ethnics to-
ward them for power and support. Milosevic’s 
control over the media in Serbia, for instance, al-
lowed him to present a one-sided view of Croat 
violence toward Croatian Serbs (Weingast 1995, 
20). In short, political entrepreneurs stimulate eth-
nic fears for their own aggrandizement.  
 The polarization of society, driven by ethnic 
activists and political entrepreneurs, is magnified 
by political memories and myths, on the one hand, 
and emotions, on the other. Political memories and 
myths can also lead groups to form distorted im-
ages of others and, especially, to see others as more 
hostile and aggressive than they really are. Such 
memories and myths are often rooted in actual 
events—and probably could not be long sustained 
absent such historical roots. At the same time, 
events can be distorted, evolving into legends that 
justify the superiority of one group over another, 
desires for retribution for perceived grievances, or 
group hatreds. 
 Following decolonization in Africa, for in-
stance, political memories of past conflict directly 
contributed to violent encounters, even instances of 
“selective genocide” (Lemarchand and Martin 
1974). Imperial repression created communications 
gaps between rulers and ruled; it also allowed im-
perial officials great latitude in allocating fiscal 
resources and recruiting imperial adjuncts among 
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the local population. Over time, however, these 
intentional and unintentional acts of imperial eth-
nic preference spawned hurts and angers toward 
minority identity groups perceived as having close 
working relationships with the colonizers. With 
independence, the resulting perceptions of com-
parative disadvantage contributed to a spiral of fear 
and aggressive behavior, which grew precipitously 
whenever the stereotypic images of other groups 
were supported by actual events. Thus, substantive 
competition over land and other resources com-
bined with symbolic hurts from past humiliations 
and denials of group status (for example, among 
the Hutu in Rwanda) to contribute to highly 
destructive outcomes. With the rough hand of the 
imperial buffer removed, centralized bureaucratic 
and military state power no longer kept ethnic ad-
versaries at bay and violent encounters ensued.  
 In Eastern Europe, political memories and 
myths have both defined the groups themselves 
and stimulated acute fears of mutual exploitation. 
The Croats and Serbs, for instance, formerly cona-
tionals and now enemies, have both used history 
and religion to lump each other into tight ethnic 
blocs determined on a destructive course—and 
therefore deserving of pitiless retaliation (Glenny 
1992, 85). In cultivating the enemy image, leaders 
in the former Yugoslavia and elsewhere not only 
stereotype and express their hostility toward their 
opponents, but they also force the appearance of 
conformity among their group members. Such an 
insulation of an organized body of people from 
complex reality can be a harbinger of impending 
chaos.  
 Emotions may also cause individuals and 
groups to act in exaggerated or potentially “irra-
tional” ways that magnify the chances of conflict. 
We are extremely suspicious of emotions as expla-
nations of conflict, at least at a first stage. Many 
analysts leap prematurely to the conclusion that 
ethnic conflict—because it appears so counterpro-
ductive and so vicious—must be irrational by na-
ture (see Connor 1994). In our view, many aspects 
of ethnic conflict can be understood as the perhaps 
unfortunate but nonetheless rational outcomes of 
group interactions. However, we would be remiss 
to ignore such emotions as hostility and alienation 
as possible sources and catalysts of ethnic conflict.  
 Many analysts point to a deep psychological—
perhaps even physiological—need for humans to 
belong to a group (Horowitz 1985). Part of this is a 
need to distinguish between “us” and “them” as 
individuals search for belonging and security. This 
need underlies Kuran’s model of ethnic dissimila-
tion. In the process of drawing distinctions, how-

ever, individuals often overstate the goodness of 
their own group while simultaneously vilifying 
others. Where such emotional biases exist, groups 
are likely to interpret the demands of others as out-
rageous, while seeing their own as moderate and 
reasonable; to view the other as inherently un-
trustworthy and likely to defect from any ethnic 
contract, while believing themselves to be reliable; 
to insist upon adequate safeguards against the pos-
sible defection of the other, but interpreting the 
efforts of others to impose similar restrictions on 
them as a sign of “bad faith;” to believe that the 
other is withholding information or being pur-
posively deceptive, while they are being open and 
honest, and so on. Emotions magnify both group 
solidarity and intergroup tensions (Van Evera 
1994).  
 Politics under conditions of extreme scarcity 
also contribute to a win/lose mentality where eth-
nic representatives seek favorable inclusion, even 
domination, in order to avoid the risks of margin-
alization. In such a context, political competition 
and conflict act as magnifiers of a people’s uncer-
tainty about its future. Individuals understandably 
fear the consequences of modernization and the 
application of programs of structural adjustment, 
anticipating the loss of jobs and status, and the 
need for massive readjustments in terms of new 
values, outlooks and orientations (Rothchild and 
Groth 1995, 74–75). Under such circumstances, 
ethnic identities are more likely to become suf-
fused with belligerent stereotypes, as hostility to-
ward ethnic adversaries, fanned by the mass media, 
provide an outlet for exaggerated fears and suspi-
cions.10  
 The emotional power of ethnic attachments is 
typically increased by the unifying effects of what 
are perceived to be external threats. People who 
have little in common with others may unite when 
they feel threatened by external enemies. Thus, the 
shared identity of the Hutu in Burundi emerged 
only recently with the Tutsi repressions of 1972. 
An external threat of aggression led the organiza-
tionally distinct Hutu of the north-center to join 
forces with those in the south-Imbo, something that 
Warren Weinstein has described as “enforced eth-
nicity” (Weinstein 1972, 27). Similarly, in Chech-
nya, when very disparate interests felt threatened 
by Russian power, they overcame their difference 

                                                           
10 In both Serbia and Rwanda, the radio proved a powerful 
weapon for broadcasting elite messages of hostility. Thus, Ser-
bia's President, Slobodan Milosevic, used the state radio to 
mobilize his supporters for war, while in Rwanda, Hutu ideo-
logues employed the privately-owned Radio Mille Collines to 
arouse their followers.  
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and made common cause in the face of Russian 
intervention. This emotional pull may be cultivated 
by elites. After examining elementary school text-
books in former Yugoslavia, one analyst concludes 
that “Not a single act of heroism, or personal valor 
and death is mentioned for the sake of achieving 
freedom within the community. Only harmony is 
required within so as to facilitate defending the 
community from the enemy” (Pesic 1994, 77). 
Much like the “rally round the flag” effect that 
takes place within states threatened by external 
aggression, ethnic leaders can mobilize their mem-
bers against threats posed by other ethnic groups. 
Such mobilization creates cohesion against internal 
group “traitors,” national minorities (such as Rus-
sians living in the Ukraine), and external state and 
ethnic enemies, and results in greatly strengthened 
collective capacities for good or evil (Brubaker 
1995).  
 Where strategic interactions between groups 
call for external actors to mediate and provide in-
formation to the groups and, possibly, create credi-
ble guarantees of new ethnic contracts, strategic 
interactions within groups require changing the 
incentives of the groups themselves and, espe-
cially, the ethnic activists and political entrepre-
neurs who lead them. As discussed below, targeted 
interventions are necessary to decrease the social 
and political salience of ethnicity and prevent the 
polarization of society. Such interventions are best 
taken early. Once the society has become polar-
ized, there is little—at least in the short term—that 
outsides can do to reintegrate the polity. 
 Because conflict can escalate dangerously 
when leaders and constituents become entrapped in 

a situation where political memories and myths and 
emotions create menacing intergroup perceptions, 
it is also important that third parties take initiatives 
to clear up misperceptions and correct (or at least 
offset) emotionally generated fears and biases. 
Preferably, this should also occur at an early stage. 
At times, as in the 1971–72 negotiations in the 
Sudan (Rothchild and Hartzell 1993), external in-
termediaries can be instrumental in encouraging 
rival parties to understand and empathize with each 
other’s feelings and predicaments. They can help 
influence groups to see themselves as others see 
them, and to view others as they would want to be 
viewed. Provided such third party actors are per-
ceived as fair-minded and detached providers of 
information, they can often assist groups to recog-
nize the distortions in the information they receive 
and correct for these distortions in evaluating the 
attitudes and emotions of other groups.  
 Together, strategic interactions between and 
within groups can produce environments of fear in 
which ethnic tensions and conflicts can grow. As 
Pesic recognizes, it is the future that threatens, but 
it is often interpreted through the past. While each 
strategic dilemma discussed above is sufficient to 
produce and explain the outbreak of ethnic con-
flict, they almost always occur simultaneously. 
Ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs polarize 
societies, exacerbating strategic dilemmas. The 
tendency toward polarization, in turn, is magnified 
by political memories and myths and emotions. 
Combined, these forces create a devastating brew 
of ethnic rivalry and violence. 

II. The International Spread of Ethnic Conflict 

As noted in the Introduction, the fear that disputes 
might spread across state borders accounts for 
much of the increase in scholarly and policy inter-
est in ethnic conflict today. Our discussion so far 
has focused on the origins of ethnic conflict within 
states. These origins, however, provide essential 
building blocks for understanding the international 
spread of ethnic conflict. Unfortunately, the magni-
tude of problem and the processes through which 
ethnic conflict spreads remain poorly understood. 
Our analysis here is more tentative than that above, 
but provides an approach to conceptualizing and 
studying the problem. Understanding how and why 

ethnic conflict spreads remains an important re-
search frontier. 
 Ethnic conflict spreads across state borders in 
two ways. Diffusion occurs when an ethnic conflict 
in one state increases the probability of conflict in 
a second. In other words, if conflict in Bosnia in-
cites similar violence directly or indirectly in the 
Soviet successor states, the conflict will have dif-
fused. Escalation occurs when a conflict in one 
country brings in new, foreign belligerents—
whether neighbors or great powers with global 
reach. If Greece or Turkey were to become em-
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broiled in the current Balkan wars, for example, 
the conflict will have escalated.11  
 Our focus on the international spread of ethnic 
conflict is not meant to imply that every such epi-
sode has an international dimension. Both scholars 
and policy makers need to recognize and respect 
the autonomy of particular ethnic conflicts from 
international pressures (Smith 1993, 28). It is also 
important to recognize that ethnic conflict is inher-
ently self-limiting (see Fearon 1995b). Ethnic con-
flicts differ from ideological and, possibly, 
religious conflicts in that ethnic groups are by defi-
nition limited, while the latter principles are more 
nearly universalistic. Ethnic conflicts may still 
spread beyond the original kin groups, but they are 
unlikely to produce global conflagrations unless 
they become linked with other issues (Halperin 
1995). Nonetheless, the international spread of 
ethnic conflict—even within limited, regional 
contexts—is a growing source of concern. 

Diffusion 
The papers in this project reach different conclu-
sions on the extent to which ethnic conflicts diffuse 
between states. Focusing on the aggregate level, 
Kuran (1995) and Stuart Hill, Donald Rothchild, 
and Colin Cameron (1995) develop a model and 
provide evidence, respectively, of how politicized 
ethnicity and the tactics of mass conflict spread to 
group members and their leaders in other countries 
who face similar political conditions. In studying 
specific cases, on the other hand, Fearon (1995b) 
and Saideman (1995) locate the sources of con-
temporary ethnic conflicts primarily within states 
and question whether conflicts abroad play a sig-
nificant role in precipitating violence. This dispar-
ity in views underlines not a contradiction but an 
important insight. The seeds of ethnic conflict, 
while possibly blown in from abroad, germinate 
and take root only in fertile soil. Unless the local 
conditions are right—or, perhaps more appropri-
ately, wrong—diffusion is unlikely; but when cir-

                                                           

                                                          

11 Please note, spread, diffusion, escalation and even contagion 
are often used as synonyms. We restrict the terms diffusion and 
escalation to the particular processes defined here and use the 
term spread for the more general tendency. Some analysts dis-
tinguish between positive diffusion, where an event increases 
the probability of a similar event occurring elsewhere, and nega-
tive diffusion, which reduces the probability. Similarly, some 
analysts differentiate between horizontal escalation, which 
increases the number of actors involved in the conflict, and 
vertical escalation, which increases the intensity or level of 
violence in the conflict. We are concerned here only with hori-
zontal escalation and use the term to refer to an increase in the 
number of actors. Our analysis suggests little about the level of 
violence in the conflict. 

cumstances are receptive, ethnic conflict can take 
root and become devastating.  
 Building upon the causes of ethnic conflict 
discussed above, diffusion can occur in four ways. 
These four processes are not necessarily exclusive 
and all may occur simultaneously. First, events 
abroad may change directly the ethnic balance of 
power at home, disrupting the existing ethnic con-
tract and precipitating conflict. Through this first 
route, ethnic conflict may actually be contagious in 
the full sense of this overused term. For instance, 
refugee flows from a neighboring state may sub-
stantially alter the state’s own ethnic composition 
(Newland 1993). Armed insurgents from one state 
may seek refuge in a second and stir up local con-
flicts in their wake. These are constant concerns 
for many African states (Keller 1995). Similar 
changes in the ethnic balance of power can occur 
in the breakup of federal states, even without the 
actual migration of peoples across recognized in-
ternational borders. Once central political authority 
in Yugoslavia began to unravel, the relevant ethnic 
balance of power shifted from the federal level to 
the now independent republics. As this shift oc-
curred, minority groups—previously protected by 
their kin in other regions—were left exposed and 
vulnerable. This emboldened the new majority and 
threatened the new minority in each state, under-
mining the ethnic contract and leading the groups 
into a spiral of violence (see Fearon 1993, Hardin 
1995, 156–63, and Djilas 1995). In this way, Slo-
venia’s relatively minor conflict with Serbia dif-
fused to the other republics, and became more 
virulent with each additional succession.12 
 Second, ethnic conflict in one country may 
prompt groups in another to make more extreme 
demands. Groups in one state, witnessing ethnic 
mobilization or, more importantly, political success 
by ethnic groups in another, may increase their 
own political agitation and demand a significantly 
greater share of the resource pie—increasing the 
probability of conflict. Kuran (1995, 24) develops 
a strong argument on the importance of this “de-
monstration effect” in stimulating ethnic dissimila-
tion abroad. Similarly, ethnic conflict abroad may 
cause groups to update their beliefs about the likely 
demands of other groups in their own country. 
Even in the absence of any change in the underly-
ing political power of groups or in the claims 
made, if the groups believe others are now more 

 
12 Both Fearon (1995b) and Saideman (1995) consider this 
domestic rather than international contagion. Admittedly, where 
one should draw the line between domestic and international is 
ambiguous. Refugee flows have also been important in the 
former Yugoslavia (Steinberg 1993, 53). 
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likely to challenge the existing ethnic contract and 
issue greater demands, their best response may be 
to strike preemptively before the others have actu-
ally increased their levels of mobilization. Thus, 
changes in beliefs about the likely behaviors of 
others can precipitate conflict even in the absence 
of any manifest demands or actions. As groups 
update their beliefs about one another by observing 
events elsewhere, ethnic conflict can literally mate-
rialize out of thin air. Islamic fundamentalism ap-
pears to have stimulated greater concerns in France 
about its large Algerian minority and, especially, 
fears that the latter is likely to make appeals for 
greater autonomy and a more favorable distribution 
of resources; while such concerns have stimulated 
sporadic violence by French rightists, the conflict 
has not reached to date the level of widespread 
violence. 
 Third, and in ways similar to those just dis-
cussed, ethnic conflict abroad may lead groups to 
update their beliefs about the efficacy of the politi-
cal safeguards contained in their existing ethnic 
contracts. For example, if events abroad suggest 
that the economic leverage wielded by wealthy 
minority groups is less effective than previously 
believed, the poorer majority may become embold-
ened and the minority threatened—again, precipi-
tating conflict without any manifest changes in the 
underlying conditions at home. In this context, 
Serbia’s suppression of agitation for elevation to 
republic status in Kosovo in 1981 provided an im-
portant signal to other groups in Yugoslavia about 
the efficacy of existing federal safeguards. Hardin 
(1995, 157) dates the unraveling of Yugoslavia to 
this event. 
 Finally, ethnic conflict abroad may lead 
groups to update their beliefs about the costs of 
protest or, ultimately, violence and their probabil-
ity of success. Effective protest or violence abroad 
may lead groups at home to believe that they too 
may be able to obtain valued ends through coer-
cion. Hill, Rothchild, and Cameron (1995) provide 
strong evidence for the diffusion of political tactics 
from one country to another. Slovenia’s relatively 
easy break from Yugoslavia, precipitating a ten-
day war between the Yugoslav National Army 
(JNA) and separatist forces with fewer than 70 
casualties, gave “the impression that the dissolu-
tion of a country was not so difficult after all” 
(Woodward 1995, 146). Similarly, if groups be-
lieve that violence will provoke the international 
community to insist on the punishment of ethnic 
aggressors, but events suggest that the international 
community is unlikely to impose such punish-
ments, groups will then lower their estimated costs 

of using violence and become more likely to use 
force. For instance, Haiti’s military leaders inferred 
from America’s precipitant disengagement from 
Somalia, as well as its earlier pullout from Leba-
non, that the United States lacked the will to ab-
sorb significant costs in an internal conflict and 
could be forced to back down—an inference that 
was confirmed when a small group of demonstra-
tors on the docks prompted the first American 
landing party to withdraw. The various ethnic 
groups in Bosnia drew similar inferences, and rea-
sonably doubted early attempts by the United 
States and NATO to intervene in the conflict; this 
may have led to the eventual deployment in Bosnia 
of a larger than otherwise necessary force to dem-
onstrate the commitment of the United States. 
 In these four ways, then, ethnic conflict in one 
country may precipitate similar conflict in another. 
Whether events have this effect, however, depends 
upon local conditions, the initial beliefs of groups 
on the scene, and the lessons drawn by these 
groups. For instance, adversaries may believe that 
resorting to violence is so costly that even substan-
tial changes in these beliefs will still not produce 
manifest conflict. Conversely, the distribution of 
ethnic power or the beliefs of the groups about this 
distribution may be such that violence is inevitable; 
if so, events abroad may appear to cause the out-
break of conflict—and may in fact be a contribut-
ing factor—but conditions at home are the real 
driving forces. Identifying how conflicts diffuse 
requires a model of ethnic relations (such as the 
one posed in the previous section), estimates of the 
variables in this model, and close attention to how 
events abroad change these estimates and, espe-
cially, the beliefs of the groups. 
 It is important to note that all of the processes 
discussed above can both increase and decrease the 
likelihood of conflict. Successful conflict man-
agement abroad can reduce the direct spillovers 
and lead groups to temper their own demands, re-
duce their expectations of the likely demands of 
others, have greater confidence in the safeguards in 
their existing ethnic contracts, and recognize the 
high costs of violence. For example, South African 
whites drew positive lessons from the earlier ex-
periences of the minority communities in Kenya, 
Namibia, and Zimbabwe after the transfer of power 
to African-led majority regimes, thereby facilitat-
ing the recent transition to one person, one vote 
elections and a modified form of majority rule in 
that country. Even in the conflict-prone 1990s, the 
lessons drawn need not be one-sided. The peaceful 
transition in South Africa, the emerging peace be-
tween Israel and its neighbors in the Middle East, 
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and the peaceful divorce between the Czech Re-
public and Slovakia are shining examples of pro-
gress toward stable ethnic relations that may offset, 
in part, the harsh events that have occurred in Bos-
nia, Rwanda, and other recent tragedies. At the 
very least, some of the warning signs from the 
1990s are more ambiguous than a focus on the 
overt conflicts might suggest. 
 There is, however, reason to expect that con-
flict may diffuse more readily than peace. The be-
liefs of groups are central to the outbreak of ethnic 
conflict within countries and the diffusion of ethnic 
conflict across countries. Information shapes these 
beliefs, and today flows mostly to groups from the 
international media. The media, in turn, contains 
within it an important selection bias. Conflict oc-
curs in those countries in which the underlying 
conditions are most ripe—the balance of ethnic 
power is precarious, the demands made by each 
side are large, and the costs of conflict are small. 
Almost a truism, we—and other peoples around 
the globe—observe conflict where it is most likely. 
International news reports, which provide the raw 
material for the conclusions drawn by ethnic 
groups everywhere, are heavily biased toward con-
flict. The evening news does not feature balanced 
reports of deadly conflicts, on the one hand, and 
conflicts that did not happen or that were success-
fully nipped in the bud, on the other. This selection 
bias thus distorts the information received by indi-
viduals and groups and may cause them to see 
other groups at home as more threatening or prone 
to violence than they really are. The media sends 
one-sided messages and receivers may draw one-
sided lessons. This selection bias is likely to be 
even more extreme in the “partisan” press that is 
associated with one or the other side in a particular 
conflict.13 Although diffusion can, in theory, work 
both ways—as a damper and spur to ethnic con-
flict—in practice the selection bias of the media 
will tend to heighten ethnic fears and provoke eth-
nic conflict abroad. 
 Coupled with this biased information flow are 
the emotions discussed above that often produce 
deep insecurities in individuals—especially when 
placed in potentially threatening environments. An 
individual’s desire to belong to and identify with 
                                                           

                                                          

13 Rational individuals will, of course, recognize the possibility 
of selection bias in the media. In turn, they will discount infor-
mation on conflict when they update their prior beliefs. Cor-
rectly discerning the degree of bias, however, can be extremely 
hard, particularly for poorly informed individuals in a highly 
partisan environment. The likelihood of drawing the correct 
conclusion from the information most readily available is very 
low. If individuals are not fully rational, biased information 
flows may have much more extreme effects.  

an ethnic group can prove an emotionally satisfy-
ing experience when peace and regularized pat-
terns of intergroup relations prevail. However, 
when ethnic leaders exaggerate trends from abroad 
to stimulate fear and mobilize their supporters for 
competition and conflict, the result may be to en-
trap groups in deadly encounters from which there 
is no escape. Efforts to promote the security of one 
group then leave all groups with a heightened 
sense of insecurity. Intergroup linkages become 
gravely weakened, leading to societal incoherence 
and, at times, to state collapse. As the actors retreat 
to their safe, ethnic containers, fewer and fewer of 
them are willing to risk contacts and cooperative 
initiatives with members of other communities, 
leaving them increasingly isolated and enmeshed in 
a Hobbesian world of group against group. Where 
polarization becomes complete and the state is 
overpowered by a single ethnic group, it is only a 
short step to the communal killings of colonial 
Algeria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Burundi, Rwanda, 
Sri Lanka, and Nagorno Karabakh.  

Escalation 
Ethnic conflicts also escalate to include additional, 
foreign belligerents.14 Where diffusion occurs in 
part through information flows that condition the 
beliefs of ethnic actors elsewhere, escalation oc-
curs through the more “traditional” routes of other 
interstate conflicts—alliances, spillovers, irreden-
tism, diversions, and internal weakness.  
 Ethnic ties and antagonisms frequently moti-
vate countries to become involved in ethnic con-
flicts elsewhere. In this form of “ethnopolitik,” co-
ethnics in one state are propelled by feelings of 
solidarity with their ethnic kin in a second. This 
largely occurs between neighbors where ethnic 
groups span national borders. India’s intervention 
in Sri Lanka (Cooper and Berdal 1993, 186) and 
Hungary’s attention to the treatment of its ethnic 

 
14 Countries also become involved in foreign ethnic conflicts, 
occasionally but not necessarily through international organiza-
tions, as peacekeepers or peace enforcers. As discussed in more 
detail below, the distinction between belligerents and peace-
keepers in one form or another is often hard to sustain in prac-
tice (Ruggie 1994, 99). Peacekeepers do not always remain 
impartial and can easily blend over into belligerents. For every 
Cyprus, where the United Nations forces have remained neutral, 
there are the Somalias and Liberias, where UNOSOM II and 
ECOWAS, respectively, stepped over the border into belliger-
ency. Nonetheless, the initial intent of the countries, at least, and 
the processes of involvement differ between these two primary 
routes. The escalation of ethnic conflicts to include additional 
belligerents is discussed here. Peace-keeping and peace en-
forcement are discussed below under the question of manage-
ment.  
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brethren elsewhere in Eastern Europe (Woodward 
1995, 219) are prime examples. 
 In their study of the escalation of interstate 
conflicts, Randolph Siverson and Harvey Starr 
(1991) find that states join ongoing wars when 
they possess opportunity, defined by shared bor-
ders, and willingness, represented by a pre-existing 
alliance. Most states lack the ability to project 
force over long distances, and thus contiguity con-
ditions the ability of states to become involved in a 
conflict. Alliances reflect a self-defined interest in 
the security of another belligerent. In a similar 
vein, Will Moore and David Davis (1995) reason 
that ethnic alliances—cases where a majority 
group in one state is a minority group in a sec-
ond—should have similar effects. Examining the 
behavior of all international dyads that are either 
contiguous or contain at least one great power 
(presumably possessing global reach), Moore and 
Davis find that ethnic alliances are an important 
source of interstate conflict. This effect is particu-
larly prominent when the minority kin group is 
politically mobilized, indicating a higher level of 
ethnic conflict within that state. While there are 
obvious exceptions, such as the alliance between 
Catholics in Ireland and Northern Ireland which 
has not resulted in heightened interstate conflict, 
the strength of the overall pattern is noteworthy. In 
short, ethnic ties are a primary source of escalation. 
 Ethnic conflict within a state can also act as a 
trigger for interstate conflict in four other ways. 
First, in ways similar to the first and most direct 
path of diffusion above, ethnic warfare may spill 
over into neighboring territories and draw states 
into conflict. Ethnic combatants in one state may 
use the territory of a second for staging areas, re-
treats, and so forth—with or without the latter’s 
consent. This spillover can lead to recriminations 
between the two affected states and, in cases of 
“hot pursuit,” direct border clashes that contain the 
potential to spiral out of control. Such spillovers 
have been a frequent worry in Africa and Southeast 
Asia (Keller 1995). In March 1991, in but one pos-
sible example, Charles Taylor’s forces in Liberia 
joined with Sierra Leonean dissidents and invaded 
Sierra Leone (Wippman 1993, 170). There have 
also been problems in the former Yugoslavia, with 
minor incidents occurring at the Austrian border, 
Serbian/JNA overflights of Hungary and the bomb-
ing of a border village, and JNA forces withdraw-
ing through Italian territory (Steinberg 1993, 52). 
While potentially dangerous, and often used as an 

excuse for involvement by neighbors looking for a 
greater role, such spillovers can be resolved ami-
cably. However, as borders become more fluid in 
areas of ethnic instability, violent encounters may 
become more frequent. 
 Second, ethnic mobilization often contains 
within it an irredentist dimension, as ethnic leaders 
demand the reunification of an often mythical but 
nonetheless politically salient ethnic homeland—
typically defined as the largest area of territory 
ever controlled or believed to have been controlled 
by the group (Carment 1993, Carment and James 
1995). Examples include Somalia’s invasion of the 
Ogaden region of Ethiopia, Nazi Germany’s threat 
to incorporate the Sudetenland, and Pakistan and 
India’s continuing conflict over Kashmir.  
 Third, ethnicity provides a strong basis for 
“diversionary wars” stimulated by political leaders 
beset by opposition at home and seeking to rally 
support for their continued rule by inciting conflict 
abroad.15 Ethnicity and its emotional appeal to an 
“us versus them” outlook provides a particularly 
salient principle of organization and support. This 
was precisely the strategy used by Serbian Presi-
dent Slobodan Milosevic; faced with growing op-
position to his presidency and a majority that 
favored far-reaching economic reforms, which he 
opposed, the embattled president “played the eth-
nic card” and precipitated the collapse in Yugosla-
via (Bates and Weingast 1995; Djilas 1995, 85 and 
105).  
 Fourth, predatory states within the region may 
consider states with significant internal conflicts to 
be easy targets. With the other weakened by inter-
nal dissent, aggressor states may calculate that their 
prospects for an easy, cheap victory are now 
greater than before; challenging the target is thus 
more attractive. Ethiopia’s internal weakness, for 
example, appears to have contributed to Somalia’s 
1977 challenge in the Ogaden (Carment and James 
1995, 94). Such strategies may also backfire, how-
ever, as predatory states often appear to miscalcu-
late the rally effect that their aggression provokes. 
This may have been the case in the Iran-Iraq war, 
when Saddam Hussein sought to take advantage of 
the revolution in Iran to settle outstanding territo-
rial issues to his advantage; contrary to his expec-
tations, Saddam actually mobilized support for the 

                                                           
15 Diversionary wars are also called "conflict transformations;" 
Carment (1994) and Carment and James (1995). 
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new regime in Iran and locked the two countries 
into a long and bloody war. 
 Although still poorly understood, diffusion 
and escalation are real and, correctly, important 
concerns to policy makers worldwide. The studies 
commissioned for this project and summarized 
where appropriate in this paper shed some light on 
this complex process of diffusion, but our under-
standing remains at a rudimentary level. For schol-
ars and analysts interested in the international 

spread of ethnic conflict, no question is more im-
portant than how and why groups learn from con-
flicts abroad. Even at this stage, however, it is clear 
that both diffusion and escalation can result in dev-
astating ethnic conflicts not only for the groups 
involved but potentially for other states as well. 
Not only must such conflicts be managed to end 
the violence, but they must also be controlled to 
inhibit their spread. 

III. The Management of Transnational Ethnic Conflict 

Managing ethnic conflicts is a complex and on-
going process. Success is both difficult to achieve 
and transitory. There are no permanent resolutions, 
only temporary “fixes.” The analysis above, how-
ever, clearly suggests that the key to successful 
management lies in reassuring minority groups of 
their physical safety. To foster stability and con-
structive ethnic relations, the rights and position of 
the minority must be secured. Confidence-building 
measures undertaken at the national level are the 
preferred instrument to this end. In light of group 
fears and elite ambitions, however, international 
intervention may be necessary and appropriate. 
Even so, confidence-building measures and inter-
national interventions are imperfect. In the end, 
ethnic groups are left without reliable safety nets 
and some measure of conflict may be inevitable. 

Conflict Management as Middle-Level Theory 
International relations theory and conflict man-
agement theory and practice are often viewed as 
distinct forms of knowledge. The former, which 
we have focused on in our discussion of the origins 
and spread of ethnic conflict, is concerned with 
developing broad, systematic insights into the in-
teractions of states and groups irrespective of their 
applicability to specific problems. The latter fo-
cuses on the use of various types of knowledge and 
experience to achieve certain desired outcomes. 
International relations theorists seek abstract but 
generalizable knowledge to understand better the 
forces at work in international life. Conflict man-
agers make use of middle-level theories, case spe-
cific knowledge, and intuition to respond 
effectively to the many, unique challenges in the 
political environment. 
 Although both types of knowledge make dis-
tinct contributions to our understanding of interna-

tional politics and ethnic relations, it is also 
important to note that links between these ap-
proaches exist and can prove beneficial for both. 
Those concerned with general theory may well 
gain new insights as they take account of the po-
litical and social factors that are a part of the real-
world decision process; here, such variables as past 
state/ethnic relations, political memory, the avail-
ability of mass media information, diffusion ex-
perience, the political culture of accommodation 
and violence, and spatial configurations come im-
mediately to mind. And those charged with the task 
of formulating policy, decisions that often leave 
little time for research and reflection, can nonethe-
less benefit from using the general knowledge of 
international relations theory to aid in the analysis 
of specific problems. The discussion above, for 
instance, diverts the attention of practitioners away 
from ancient hatreds as an explanation of ethnic 
conflict and focuses it, instead, on the strategic 
interactions between and within groups that can 
produce violence. Conflict managers can, we be-
lieve, profit from these general insights.  
 Although some common ground does exist 
between these two forms of knowledge, in the end 
it is those prescribing policies who must choose 
from international relations theory what will help 
them to understand and deal with pressing foreign 
policy issues. As Alexander George observes: 
“General knowledge of international relations pro-
duced by scholars can be only an input to, not a 
substitute for, the policy analysis of a specific 
problem conducted within the government. Policy 
analysts, not academic scholars, have the difficult 
task of adapting the available general knowledge 
of a given strategy or foreign policy undertaking to 
the particular case at hand” (George 1993, 21 [ital-
ics deleted]; see also Lepgold 1995). 
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Construct ive  and Destruct ive  Incentive 
Structures   
The variety of ethnic experiences makes the devel-
opment of generic guidelines for conflict manage-
ment extremely difficult. Where ethnic groups 
possess effective safeguards, share pacific expecta-
tions, and feel secure in their relationship with the 
state and each other, inter-group competition tends 
to be constructive. Ethnic leaders are not fearful 
for their group’s future and can operate within ex-
isting political institutions to maximize group in-
terests. These elites abide by the rules of the game 
because they perceive the possibility of achieving 
beneficial outcomes for themselves and their ethnic 
constituents. The result over time is a growing 
sense of confidence on all sides about the inten-
tions of ethnic rivals. As rivals demonstrate their 
commitment to deliver on bargains, confidence 
evolves and elites develop pragmatic, even posi-
tive, perceptions about each other. The possibilities 
for such constructive inter-ethnic relations should 
not be underestimated. Ethnic groups have lived 
side by side in amity for centuries in many areas of 
the world. To focus exclusively on the destructive 
side of ethnic relationships perpetuates dangerous 
political myths.  
 But what about situations where safeguards, 
shared norms, and pragmatic perceptions are ab-
sent and the prevailing incentive structure encour-
ages ethnic leaders to adopt damaging courses of 
action? Destructive relations are not the norm, but 
they can surface where the incentive structure 
makes violence seem expeditious. Facing the di-
lemmas above, political leaders play the ethnic 
card in a calculated effort to benefit themselves 
and their constituents, even though the cost appears 
high in terms of the common good of the society as 
a whole. Threatening language and action can lead 
to societal polarization, precipitating a situation of 
grave suspicion and uncertainty for all. As David 
Rieff notes, “the Bosnian Serbs won because they 
knew how to take old fears and old complaints, 
repackage them, and cause otherwise decent Serbs, 
people from a national community with no more of 
an innate predilection for murder than any other 
national community, to commit genocide . . .What 
began as a tactic of pure massacre and terror in 
villages,” he continues, “had evolved within six 
months into a sophisticated system for the destruc-
tion of a people” (Rieff 1995, 112 [italics added]). 
In light of such menacing possibilities, and espe-
cially its planned, genocidal variant, can ethnic 
brutality be constrained? Can confidence-building 
mechanisms within the state and international pres-
sures and guarantees reassure uncertain peoples as 

to their future and make cooperation possible? 
There are no reliable safety nets in our anarchic 
world able to secure the cultural or physical sur-
vival of beleaguered ethnic peoples. Nonetheless, 
we believe confidence-building measures and in-
ternational interventions can promote cooperative 
interethnic encounters (Stein 1990, 111). 

Coping with Uncertainty and Fear 
How can state and international leaders create an 
environment that avoids the rhythm of destructive 
relations culminating in ethnic violence? How can 
they promote a sense of security and moderate 
politics? In discussing the management of ethnic 
conflict, Kwame Anthony Appiah points to a 
seeming paradox when he observes that the attempt 
to manage identities brings reason to a subject 
where the identities themselves are based largely 
on imagined origins (Appiah 1992, 178). Appiah is 
right that ethnic identities lack a fixed, centuries-
old, primordial basis. In Bosnia and Rwanda, as 
John Steinbruner has remarked, there are no read-
ily ascribed bases for defining distinct ethnic iden-
tities; rather, elites evoke these perceived 
differences to rally their members for the maximi-
zation of individual and group interests; in doing 
so, however, ethnicity becomes “the organizing 
basis for conflict” (Steinbruner 1995, 7). Clearly, a 
focus on management must distance itself from the 
debate between the primordialists and instrumen-
talists, for group consciousness can result in mur-
derous actions irrespective of whether this 
awareness is of long standing or not.  
 As shown above, it is difficult to transcend the 
dilemmas that produce collective fears. As a con-
sequence, we have little alternative but to recog-
nize that there is no form of insurance sufficient to 
protect against dilemmas of this sort, only the pos-
sibility of limiting their impact. Croatia’s ruthless 
treatment of its Serbian population in the early 
1990s went virtually unrecognized in the Western 
press. In Bosnia, international appeals by the con-
tact group and the United Nations had little influ-
ence on Serbian treatment of the Muslim 
population. The fall in eastern Bosnia of such safe-
areas as Srebrenica and Gorazde, and the ruthless 
ethnic cleansing and presumed murders that fol-
lowed, are stark reminders of the limited influence 
of the international community. Only the NATO 
bombings of September 1995 appear to have pene-
trated the cycle of conflict in Bosnia, but it is still 
too soon to tell whether this intervention, the Day-
ton Peace Agreement that followed, and now the 
deployment of the NATO-led Implementation 
Force will produce a long-term peace. The aborted 
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restoration of hope in Somalia provides a second 
telling reminder of the limited ability of the inter-
national community to mitigate collective fears. 
 In theory, preventive diplomacy appears to be 
the most appropriate form of action that domestic 
and international leaders can take before the fren-
zied ethnic killings begin and before such confron-
tations create vested interests in prolonging the 
crisis. Fearing another downward spiral into wide-
spread violence in Burundi, the Clinton administra-
tion and the international community have taken a 
series of preventive measures to bolster moderate 
forces and to “deter extremists from fomenting 
violence or overturning the current fragile power-
sharing arrangement,” including the facilitation of 
local dialogues, the deployment of military observ-
ers, radio appeals, the strengthening of the judicial 
system, high-level visits to reassure moderate poli-
ticians that the world community remains con-
cerned, and the provision of developmental 
assistance (Friedman, 1995). As Bruce Jentleson 
notes, acting to deter conflicts from escalating into 
crises is “unassailable”in principle, but difficult to 
formulate and implement in practice. As Jentleson 
and others conclude, preventive diplomacy in-
volves complicated political and military decisions 
regarding the domestic jurisdiction of states, the 
timing of interventions, and problems of political 
will and capacity on the part of intervening states 
and organizations (Jentleson 1995, 1, Stedman 
1995a, 14–20, Lund 1995, 161–163). Clearly, as 
illustrated by the crisis in Rwanda, international 
actors are not prepared at this juncture to develop 
effective strategies for dealing with ethnic disputes 
in advance of the manifest conflict. 
 It must also be seen that the scope for third-
party mediation between contending ethnic-based 
rivals at both the negotiation and implementation 
stages is limited in effectiveness. Internal wars are 
particularly difficult to negotiate, because ethnic 
enmities tend to be so deep and the stakes so high. 
At times, even despite the depth of these animosi-
ties, negotiators have managed to bring about an 
end to the fighting, as in Zimbabwe and Angola. 
Yet, it is important not to expect too much from 
mediation and negotiation. As the data on negotia-
tions indicate, settlements are difficult to achieve 
and at least as difficult to maintain, even where a 
third party is prepared to step between the adver-
saries. Roy Licklider, largely reconfirming earlier 
studies by Stephen Stedman and Paul Pillar, finds 
that only 14 out of 57 civil wars between 1945 and 
1993 were settled through negotiations (Licklider 
1995, 684, Stedman 1991, 5–7, Pillar 1993, 25). 
Barbara Walter (1995) suggests that interstate wars 

are actually easier to bring to a negotiated conclu-
sion than civil wars; in the former, the two parties 
remain on opposite sides of their border, but in the 
latter the disputants must re-merge themselves into 
a single unit and face larger problems of credible 
commitment as a result. Particularly in cases where 
insurgencies have an ethnic or nationality dimen-
sion, a mediated agreement may be difficult to ar-
range because highly sensitive issues of legitimacy 
are involved (Frei 1976, 70).  
 The difficulties encountered in negotiated so-
lutions are also reflected in the implementation 
process. Unlike the ending of wars by means of 
military victory or capitulation, where the power of 
identity groups to resist central authority is largely 
eliminated, negotiated settlements leave ethnic 
entities with sufficient space to frustrate the ambi-
tions of state elites (Licklider 1995, 685). The con-
cessions necessary to bring about agreement often 
result in a complex and indeterminate process at 
the consolidation stage. Because deep distrust of an 
opponent remains in place at the time an agreement 
is set in motion, commitments made at the bargain-
ing table may not be credible. Within-group rivalry 
may come into full view after the agreement, the 
provisions of the agreement may be vague and 
cause new tensions, and the world community may 
not be prepared to give sustained support to peace-
keeping and peacemaking. The presence of such 
dilemmas continues to threaten the renewal of vio-
lence. 
 Accordingly, it was prudent for chief Ameri-
can negotiator Richard Holbrooke to state at the 
1995 talks on Bosnia that, with several of the main 
issues still unresolved, there could be no guarantee 
that any settlement would hold (Sciolino 1995, 
A6). Even now, after laboriously working out an 
agreement, the Dayton peace accord may still un-
ravel. After all, the Bosnian Serbs rejected a 
power-sharing arrangement in 1992 and, and dur-
ing the current implementation phase, may fail the 
commitment test again. Indeed, efforts by the Bos-
nia Serbs to prolong their control of the suburbs of 
Sarajevo suggests that their commitment to the 
peace accords is quite shallow. 
 In Rwanda, extremist Hutus feared the conse-
quences of the power-sharing provisions of the 
1993 Arusha accords. These provisions gave the 
Tutsi-led Rwandese Patriotic Front responsibility 
for five of the 20 ministries (including the Ministry 
of the Interior) as well as 40 percent of the enlisted 
ranks and 50 percent of the officer positions in the 
new army. In the case of Rwanda, then, the power-
sharing agreement itself “contributed to [a] polari-
zation of political tensions,” because the Hutu 
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hard-liners viewed it as jeopardizing their position 
of political influence in the country (Newbury 
1995, 15). Fearing for their future under this 
agreement, the extremists launched a highly de-
structive preemptive strike.  
 While it is important to recognize how diffi-
cult it is to overcome ethnic fears by means of ne-
gotiated agreements, it is also necessary to 
appreciate that there are few alternatives to nego-
tiations if both sides are to be brought into the 
solution. For a mutually satisfactory peace to take 
place, a two-step negotiating process is essential: 
first, among the key elements within the group, and 
then between the groups themselves. Operating 
rules must be hammered out in these talks regard-
ing inclusive coalitions, proportionality in recruit-
ment and allocations, autonomy, provisions on 
electoral competition, and so forth. The ensuing 
negotiations are likely to be protracted and diffi-
cult, largely because the various factions and 
groups lack a clear chain of command (making 
commitments difficult to produce) and because 
they understand fully that the terms they accept 
will cast a long shadow over their future. But if 
each of the parties concludes that its alternatives 
are limited, its present course unduly costly, and its 
stake in its rival’s willingness to cooperate with an 
agreement significant, they may then begin to ne-
gotiate in good faith.  
 Given possibilities for converging interests, it 
is important to discuss the instruments available to 
adversaries and mediators for mitigating fears and 
reducing the possibilities of conflict (Oye 1985, 3). 
We turn first to the negotiation of confidence-
building measures that hold out some promise of 
promoting interethnic cooperation. The acceptance 
and implementation of these measures can enhance 
prospects for interdependence through iterated 
encounters, possibly culminating in a growth of 
confidence in each other’s goodwill. However, 
because some conflicts cannot be expected to end 
by this process, the situation may require external 
intervention to enforce stability and promote a con-
sensus among the contending state and ethnic ac-
tors. In the post-Cold War world, interventions in 
intrastate ethnic conflicts are likely to encounter 
strong public resistance in the advanced industrial 
states—even though “the greatest need for U.S. 
forces is peace-keeping and peace enforcement” in 
precisely such confrontations (Maynes 1995, 109). 
The very process of mobilizing ethnic constituen-
cies for the bitter intrastate wars that can follow 
inhibits Western democracies from becoming in-
volved militarily in what promise to be protracted 

engagements. Consequently, the safety nets for 
ethnic minorities remain fragile. 

Confidence-Building Measures 
Confidence-building measures seek to reassure 
ethnic peoples about their future. As Saadia Touval 
puts it, “actors may resort to insurance and other 
forms of risk management in order to reduce risks” 
(Touval 1982, 19). Through packages of coercive 
and noncoercive incentives, the state attempts to 
assure ethnic minorities about their place in soci-
ety. By means of these concessions, it seeks to get 
recalcitrant elites to rethink their belligerent prac-
tices and cooperate in joint problem-solving initia-
tives. To overcome minority fears, confidence-
building measures must be appropriate to the needs 
of those who feel vulnerable to the majority-
backed state. The challenge, as I. William Zartman 
observes, “is to keep the minority/ies from losing” 
(Zartman 1996). Such safeguards, if handled sensi-
tively over the years, may be able to cope with the 
central questions of sharing private information 
and making credible commitments. There are four 
major trust-building mechanisms for helping ethnic 
minorities deal with their feelings of insecurity. 

Respect 
The security of ethnic peoples is in no small way 
based on a reciprocity of respect. Unless each side 
views its opponent as honorable and having legiti-
mate interests, relations are likely to be marred by 
a history of intended or unintended affronts. “The 
more invidious the intergroup comparison and the 
larger the area of unacknowledged claims to group 
legitimacy,” writes Donald Horowitz, “the more 
intense the conflict, all else being equal” (Horowitz 
1985, 215). Ethnic affronts can be highly injurious 
to a group’s pride and self-esteem, widening social 
distance between groups and exacerbating fears 
among ethnic minorities that their children will be 
relegated to second-class status for an indefinite 
time. 
 Relations in Bosnia, worsened by polarization 
and increasingly hostile perceptions, have been 
further aggravated by the contempt Serbs have 
reportedly shown their Muslim adversaries. De-
scribing themselves as the only people in former 
Yugoslavia “who have the talent, energy, experi-
ence, and tradition to form a state,” they character-
ize their adversaries as representing “all that is 
base, undesirable, and naturally subordinate” (Ci-
gar 1995, 74–75). And in the Sudan, southerners, 
with strong memories of slavery and perceptions of 
low status, bridle at any new evidence of disre-



LAKE AND ROTHCHILD • ETHNIC FEARS AND GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT • 27 
 

spect. Thus, they viewed the Sudanese govern-
ment’s decision to apply Islamic (Sharia) law to 
them (as well as the Muslims living in the coun-
try’s north) as a confirmation of their second-class 
status (Amnesty International 1995, 57). Their re-
sentment boiled over in 1994, when the minister of 
state in the president’s office, at the mediation talks 
in Nairobi held by the Inter-Governmental Author-
ity on Drought and Development, allegedly treated 
both southerners and the IGADD mediators with 
contempt when rejecting the southerners’ call for 
self-determination and a secular state (Sudan De-
mocratic Gazette 1994, 3). 
 To be sure, the fears of ethnic minorities may 
be overstated. Minorities in Eastern Europe are 
described as having “an exaggerated fear of the 
loss of identity”—a legacy of distrust of majority 
authorities that causes them to make broad de-
mands for legal guarantees. The majorities, fearful 
that this will start them down the slippery slope 
toward the breakup of their states, refuse to con-
sent to these demands (Watts 1995, 92–93). But to 
build confidence it is imperative that dominant 
state elites take minority ethnic resentments and 
anxieties into account. Unless old psychological 
hurts are taken seriously, regimes will be unable to 
avoid the problem of “wounded tigers” in years 
ahead. In this regard, those involved in the man-
agement of ethnic disputes can learn much from C. 
E. Osgood’s Graduated and Reciprocated Initia-
tives in Tension Reduction (GRIT) strategy for 
easing conflict between the superpowers during the 
Cold War (Osgood 1962). Osgood’s suggested 
approach of repeated overtures (in this case by a 
dominant majority controlling the state) without 
expectations of an immediate tit-for-tat response 
could stimulate full negotiations between equals. 
Unless past wrongs are redressed and the sting of 
disparagement is removed from current ethnic in-
teractions, internal negotiations will remain 
clouded by an overhang of bitterness and suspicion 
and minority uncertainty regarding adversary in-
tentions will contribute to serious conflicts.  

Power Sharing 
When ethnic minorities fear that their exclusion 
from the decision-making process will leave them 
exposed and vulnerable to majority preferences, 
conflict management requires an effort by the state 
to build representative ruling coalitions. In conced-
ing to ethnic minority members a proportionate 
share of cabinet, civil service, military, and high 
party positions, the state voluntarily reaches out to 
include these minority representatives in public 
affairs, thereby offering them an important incen-

tive for cooperation. In South Africa, for example, 
President Nelson Mandela agreed to include 
power-sharing provisions in the interim constitu-
tion in an effort to reconcile the economically-
dominant local white community as well as to 
build confidence among largely white investors 
abroad.  
 Power sharing can be informal (e.g., Kenya, 
1960s) or formal (e.g., Nigeria, 1979), and can take 
place in authoritarian (e.g., Zambia, 1980s) or de-
mocratic (e.g., South Africa, mid-1990s) settings. 
In both Eastern Europe and Africa, there has been 
a mixed pattern of “hegemonic exchange” re-
gimes—centrally-controlled one- or no-party re-
gimes that allow a limited amount of bargaining to 
take place between state, ethnic, and other elites. 
Under the authoritarian administrations of Josip 
Broz Tito in Yugoslavia or Félix Houphouët-
Boigny in Côte d’Ivoire, nationality or ethnic rep-
resentatives met with the president in cabinet ses-
sions, where strong differences were sometimes 
aired by group spokespersons behind closed doors. 
The resulting power-sharing systems are quite di-
verse; yet, they have in common a form of coordi-
nation in which a somewhat autonomous state and 
a number of less autonomous ethnic-based and 
other interests engage in a process of mutual ac-
commodation in accordance with commonly ac-
cepted procedural norms, rules, or understandings 
(Rothchild 1986a, 72). These elite-power-sharing 
arrangements are inevitably temporary, but while 
they last they provide some security for political 
and ethnic minorities.  
 Pacted democracy, with its rough reflection of 
the configurations of elite power, can prove rela-
tively easy to organize in an interim constitutional 
situation. Elite pacts provide a relatively stable 
form of governance for a transitional period, but if 
they remain unresponsive to public demands for 
change over too long a period, then the pact-
makers risk becoming isolated from their support-
ers, allowing new uncertainties to surface (Karl 
1986, 217–218). In principle, there is no logical 
reason why such structural arrangements cannot 
lead to a more open system of sharing-even full 
democracy, as happened in Colombia. In reality, 
however, Colombia possesses a rather unique form 
of party (not ethnic) relations, creating grave 
doubts about power-sharing’s ability to prove an 
effective confidence-building mechanism over the 
long term and in other places. 
 Because of the fragility and temporary nature 
of these state-inspired inclusive coalitions, such 
mechanisms are likely to provide only minimal 
assurances to ethnic minorities. First, as already 
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indicated, with ethnic balances of power nearly 
always in flux and information limited, these ar-
rangements are necessarily transitional ones. Sec-
ond, if poorly negotiated and implemented, the 
incomplete ethnic contracts may be rejected even-
tually by the groups they are designed to protect. 
The number of people appointed to the cabinet or 
civil service is not in and of itself a guarantee of 
proportional group influence (Mattes 1993, 76). 
Minority representatives can, as in the Sudan at 
various times, be assigned insignificant portfolios 
and therefore wield only minor influence. Majority 
and minority parties may also both pull back from 
power-sharing arrangements, regarding these ar-
rangements as co-opting them into a system they 
view as still potentially threatening. In Sri Lanka, 
hard-line elements within the minority Tamil 
community rejected President Chandrika Ku-
maratunga’s 1995 proposal giving them control 
over a semiautonomous region in the north, a pro-
posal also opposed by some of the more nationalist 
Sinhalese in her own cabinet (Sisk 1996); at the 
same time, the insurgent Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam reportedly charged that the govern-
ment’s tactic of peace negotiations was in fact a 
pretext to cover its planned military offensive. 
Similarly, hard-liners among the majority Hutu in 
Rwanda, resentful of the power-sharing provisions 
of the 1993 Arusha accords, launched a preemptive 
strike that included a genocidal assault against both 
the Tutsis and some Hutu moderates.  
 When not applied with great care, then, 
power-sharing arrangements can backfire. Ethnic 
elites must be prepared to interact with other elite 
representatives they find personally repugnant, 
something difficult to do under normal circum-
stances but especially so where the norms of col-
laborative politics are not in place. In order to 
achieve inclusiveness, should those crafting power-
sharing structures bring ethnic extremists into deci-
sion-making bodies to build greater confidence? 
Again, local circumstances are critically important 
in assessing the appropriate course to follow. For 
instance, in situations where a majority African 
government has perceived its local white commu-
nity to be useful in achieving its developmental 
objectives as well as in reassuring others abroad 
about the safety of their investments in the coun-
try—as in Kenya, Zimbabwe or South Africa—
government authorities have restrained their anger 
over the humiliations of colonial times and taken 
care to include white representatives in important 
cabinet positions. However, in situations where 
Africa’s ethnic groups regard each other’s ambi-
tions for control of the state and its hold on pub-

licly-controlled resources suspiciously, as in 
Burundi and Rwanda, their essentialist perceptions 
of their rival’s intentions frequently lead to an in-
flexible stance in favor of appointing their group 
members or conciliatory outsiders to high govern-
ment positions. It may be possible to justify an 
exclusion of radical adversaries in such circum-
stances. Thus, including Hutu extremists in a post-
Arusha government in Rwanda, for example, 
would not likely have led to an easing of intereth-
nic tensions.  
 Moreover, where the majority-dominated state 
remains unprepared to respond to legitimate minor-
ity demands for full participation in decision-
making activities, power-sharing schemes are 
likely to unravel and become themselves a source 
of grave insecurity. Power-sharing by itself is not a 
solution to ethnic fears. While it offers some safe-
guards against exploitation, it cannot prevent ex-
tremist elites and their supporters from polarizing 
society and pulling on the social fabric. 

Elections 
Although elections represent only a brief episode 
in a larger political process, they can have enor-
mous influence on intergroup collaboration and 
conflict. Where favorable circumstances prevail 
(i.e., an agreement on the rules of the political 
game, broad participation in the voting process, 
and a promising economic environment), elections 
can promote stability. In democratic regimes, 
where institutionalized uncertainty provides many 
players with an incentive to participate, the elec-
tion process can legitimate the outcome (Przewor-
ski 1991, 26). All groups have a reason to organize 
and, through coalitions, they are given an opportu-
nity to gain power in the future. This prospect of 
competing in accordance with the procedural 
norms of the system can be reassuring to minority 
interests; not only do they have a chance to ad-
vance their individual and collective interests, but 
they have reason to be encouraged by the major-
ity’s commitment to the electoral contract. The 
effect is to preempt conflict. 
 The implications of elections, however, can 
also be troubling in multiethnic settings. With op-
portunities limited and competition for positions 
and resources intense, some leaders can choose to 
further their individual and collective interests—
even though at a high cost in terms of the society’s 
overall well-being. As noted above, where ethnic 
leaders seek to promote their parochial interests by 
attempting to outflank their centrist rivals through 
militant appeals to their ethnic kinsmen, the result 
may be to increase strife and undermine the frail, 



LAKE AND ROTHCHILD • ETHNIC FEARS AND GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT • 29 
 

cross-cutting linkages that buttress democratic re-
gimes. Ethnic outbidding heightens minority inse-
curity. Groups make greater demands on the state 
and one another. They strain against their own 
commitments to the existing ethnic contract—and 
worry about the commitment of the other. Values 
of restraint and civility are weakened and sup-
pressed emotions of dominance come to the fore in 
majority circles. In some circumstances leaders can 
repackage and play upon latent grievances in such 
a way as to foster a collective response highly 
damaging to their stereotypic enemies. As a result, 
elections in certain circumstances can prove very 
destabilizing, threatening minorities with the pos-
sibility of discrimination, exclusion, and even vic-
timization. 
 In practice, those crafting constitutions have 
organized elections in two ways to promote inclu-
sive coalitions. First, electoral rules can be set so 
that candidates are forced to appeal to more than 
one ethnic group. In an effort to give presidential 
candidates an incentive to appeal to a broad, cross-
section of communal groups to gain the necessary 
support, for example, the aborted 1993 constitution 
in Nigeria provided that a winning candidate 
would be deemed to be elected when that person 
secured a simple majority of the total number of 
votes cast as well as one-third of the votes cast in 
each of at least two-thirds of the states. The intent 
here was evident. In securing a majority of votes in 
a multiethnic society, moderate appeals, with their 
overarching themes, were expected to win out over 
parochial ones. The effect of adopting such an 
electoral system would likely be to build a measure 
of confidence among ethnic minorities regarding 
their future political status. 
 Second, electoral rules can also be crafted to 
ensure some minimal representation of all ethnic 
groups in the society. Those seeking to encourage 
minority representation in party lists and in ruling 
coalitions have looked favorably on systems of 
proportional representation (PR). For example, in 
structuring the elections for the Russian State 
Duma (or lower chamber of parliament) in 1993, 
the legal drafters provided for a chamber of 450 
members, half on the basis of single-member con-
stituencies and half on the basis of PR. Constituen-
cies vary enormously in size, ranging from as few 
as 13,800 in the Evenki autonomous region to over 
700,000 in Astrakhan province. Several observers 
have concluded that such a system ensures the rep-
resentation of small ethnic peoples in the State 
Duma (van den Berg and Simons forthcoming). 
Similarly, in South Africa, the African National 
Congress agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to use PR 

during the transition period to give racial and eth-
nic minorities a sense of security at a difficult time 
of transition (Sisk 1993, 87). However, because the 
present system seems cumbersome and fails to 
generate close links between a member of parlia-
ment and his or her constituents, ANC leaders are 
currently thinking of modifying the electoral sys-
tem to be more like those in Germany or Russia, 
with their mixtures of PR and plurality voting sys-
tems.  
 The way that state elites structure electoral 
arrangements is likely to prove critical in building 
confidence in minority circles. Nigeria’s broad-
based electoral formula and PR are two possible 
ways of encouraging minority ethnic participation 
and inclusion; yet, they are likely to endure only as 
long as they retain support among key groups and 
state elites. At such time as the majority shifts its 
concern away from the values of representative-
ness, a change in electoral rules can take place. 
Unless this change is handled fairly and with ex-
treme sensitivity, it can be perceived by minority 
groups as inimical to their interests. As a conse-
quence, considerable time is required before mi-
norities come to see electoral laws as reliable 
foundations for their security.  

Regional Autonomy and Federalism 
In the recent scholarly literature, much attention 
has been paid to the administrative benefits of de-
centralized political systems and strengthened local 
and regional initiatives. Frequently, however, writ-
ers have shown little concern for the role that de-
centralization schemes can play in managing 
political conflict. By enabling local and regional 
authorities to wield a degree of autonomous power, 
elites at the political center can promote confidence 
among local leaders who come to exercise a lim-
ited but important set of administrative responsi-
bilities.   
 Measures on decentralization, regional auton-
omy, and federalism featured in peace negotiations 
in Bosnia, Sri Lanka, Cyprus, Sudan, Angola, Mo-
zambique, and South Africa. In each, they pro-
vided insurgent militias with an important 
incentive for responding positively to the govern-
ment or third-party mediator’s proposals for set-
tling the conflict. The American-brokered peace 
initiative in Bosnia achieved a key breakthrough in 
the September 1995 negotiations, for example, 
when the Bosnian government agreed to recognize 
an autonomous Bosnian Serb entity, called Repub-
lika Srpska. In exchange, Serbia and Croatia ac-
cepted the legal existence of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina with its present borders and endorsed 
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the division of the country—51 percent of the terri-
tory to the Bosnian government and Bosnian 
Croats, and 49 percent to the Bosnian Serbs. All 
three parties perceived control of Bosnia’s space to 
be critically important for their survival once peace 
came into effect. Given the deep suspicions that 
continue to prevail among these identity groups, 
however, it remains to be seen whether such a 
compromise, as enshrined in the Dayton Peace 
Agreement, can endure and contain the hostilities.  
 In attempting to create a new balance between 
state and society, groups turn to decentralization as 
a means of placing institutional limitations on un-
bridled central authority. Politically marginalized 
groups have vivid memories of excessive state 
penetration and a continuing fear of majority domi-
nation. Decentralization and the authority these 
schemes allow local elites can, therefore, become 
confidence-building mechanisms that safeguard the 
place of minorities in the larger society. In Ethio-
pia, for example, President Meles Zenawi looks to 
a scheme of ethnic federalism as a means of revers-
ing the repressive, hegemonic practices of previous 
governments that have led to internal wars 
(McWhirter and Melamede 1992, 33). The 1994 
Constitution gives the nations making up Ethiopia 
wide powers, including an unconditional right of 
self-determination and secession.  
 Nevertheless, experiments with decentralized 
systems in India, Pakistan, Cyprus, Sri Lanka, 
Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, Sudan, and Ethiopia 
reveal serious practical difficulties in securing ma-
jority-backed state acceptance for these attempts to 
insulate minority interests from central authority. 
Determined to prevent the division of the state, 
public officials have taken firm action to avert a 
weakening of control. In extreme cases, they have 
revoked previous concessions. Thus, as Yugoslavia 
began to disintegrate in 1989, President Slobodan 
Milosevic rescinded the autonomous provincial 
status within Serbia given to largely Albanian-
populated Kosovo by former President Tito. Simi-
larly, Sudan’s President Gaafar el-Nimeiry, the 
main advocate of political accommodation with the 
Southern Sudan Liberation Movement insurgents 
in 1972, backtracked on his commitments formal-
ized in the Addis Ababa accords and began to dis-
mantle the quasi-federal compromise. In a series of 
moves intended to placate hard-line, Muslim ele-
ments within his government, Nimeiry intervened 
in southern regional elections, changed regional 
boundaries, redivided the southern region, applied 
Sharia law to non-Muslims, and ultimately, abro-
gated the agreement itself. In these and other cases, 
the voiding of concessions on autonomy height-

ened tensions, leading to new or renewed violence. 
Where central governments, jealous to guard their 
prerogatives, have changed their mind and nulli-
fied concessions already made, the result has been 
extreme suspicion, tension, and broken commit-
ments that have led in some cases to a renewal of 
heavy fighting. 
 Conceived as a type of safeguard, regional 
autonomy and federalism have had, in some in-
stances, unintended consequences that have actu-
ally increased conflict. Despite efforts to 
decentralize power in South Africa and Ethiopia, 
the fiscal dominance of the political center has 
tended to undercut the significance of regional 
authorities. Moreover, efforts to delineate bounda-
ries have increased conflict between ethnoregional 
identity groups. In contemporary Russia, the arbi-
trary way in which internal boundaries divide eth-
nic peoples has been a major source of tension 
(Lapidus and de Nevers 1995, 3). The regional 
boundaries set up by Ethiopia’s government appear 
to favor Tigray and the Afars, at the expense of the 
formerly-dominant Amhara and the Somali Isaks in 
the Awash Valleyland. Unless carefully crafted, 
decentralization schemes may worsen rather than 
improve inter-ethnic relations.  
 In sum, confidence-building measures are po-
tentially creative instruments in the hands of state 
elites intent on reassuring ethnic minorities. They 
indicate a sympathetic concern on the part of those 
in power to the fears and uncertainties of minori-
ties. By acknowledging and showing respect for 
difference and by agreeing to share resources, state 
positions, and political power with exposed and 
vulnerable groups, these measures reduce the per-
ceived risks of association and provide incentives 
for cooperation. They can also become the basis 
for an iterated process that can culminate over time 
in a shared sense of common fate among diverse 
communities. 
 However, such concessions represent conflict 
management, not conflict resolution. They can 
reduce some of the surface factors giving rise to 
ethnic fears, but they do not alter the basic rela-
tionships that cause these fears in the first place. 
They represent only partial safeguards. The risks in 
ethnic encounters remain in place, even if covered 
over by concessions from powerful state actors. 
And because there is always the possibility that 
groups will adopt more threatening forms of inter-
action, these confidence-building measures never 
eliminate the information failures, problems of 
credible commitment, and security dilemmas that 
are embedded in ethnic encounters. As Adam 
Przeworski astutely observed, “if sovereignty re-
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sides with the people, the people can decide to un-
dermine all the guarantees reached by politicians 
around a negotiating table. Even the most institu-
tionalized guarantees give at best a high degree of 
assurance, never certainty” (Przeworski 1991, 79).  

External Intervention 
If confidence-building mechanisms within the state 
are not sufficient to overcome the incentives for 
violence rooted in the strategic interactions of 
groups, it is necessary to turn to the international 
environment and ask whether external intervention 
can safeguard minorities against their worst fears. 
For many observers, sovereignty is linked to re-
sponsibility: state elites are expected to guarantee 
minority rights and to provide the means for estab-
lishing and maintaining regularized patterns of 
state-society and interethnic relations. The state, 
with its monopoly of force, is often in a position, 
as one South African mediator described it in 
1995, to “enforce stability” between local warring 
parties (in this case, in the East Rand townships in 
his country). But who will intercede if the state is 
unable or unwilling to secure the safety of its mi-
nority peoples? What forms will this intervention 
take? And which of the interventions, if any, are 
likely to have a significant impact on intrastate 
conflicts?  
 At the outset, it is important to note that some 
of the states in Eastern Europe, the former Soviet 
Union, and Africa are notably “soft” and unable to 
enforce their regulations throughout the territory 
under their influence. As noted above, the decline 
of the state contributes to an environment in which 
intergroup violence can take place. Other states, 
lacking effective control and unwilling to live with 
the uncertainties of ongoing negotiations, opt for 
heavy-handed repression in an effort to compen-
sate for their weaknesses (Lapidus and de Nevers 
1995, 35). In such abusive contexts, such as Siad 
Barre’s Somalia, the state itself can become the 
source of intense conflicts with ethnoregional op-
ponents.  
 Where international action is sanctioned, ex-
ternal actors, concluding that sovereignty is not 
being exercised in a responsible manner, can de-
cide to intervene in intrastate conflicts to protect 
minority interests and to insulate the international 
community against spreading violence. As Stephen 
Krasner (1995) has shown, states have a long his-
tory of intervention in the ethnic (and religious) 
affairs of others. The principle of sovereignty has 
never been articulated or respected in the clear-cut 
manner often assumed by scholars of international 
relations. Many of the treaties settling European 

affairs in the aftermath of World War I contained 
provisions obligating states to protect the political 
and religious rights of minorities within their bor-
ders. More recently, the United Nations Charter 
affirmed an international commitment to basic hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms, and Secre-
tary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali now believes 
that “the time of absolute and exclusive sover-
eignty . . . has passed” (Boutros-Ghali 1992, 9). 
The Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (now the Organization on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe), has always sought to pro-
mote human rights within states, with a meeting of 
national experts on minority problems stating in 
early 1991 that “issues concerning national minori-
ties, as well as compliance with international obli-
gations and commitments concerning the rights of 
persons belonging to them, are matters of legiti-
mate international concern and consequently do 
not constitute exclusively an internal affair of the 
respective state” (quoted in Kampelman 1993, ix). 
Lori Fisler Damrosch, in turn, states that “large 
segments of the international community have been 
willing to endorse strong collective action in a 
wide range of situations,” including genocide, in-
terference with the delivery of humanitarian relief, 
violation of cease-fire agreements, collapse of civil 
order, and irregular interruption of democratic gov-
ernance (1993, 12).  
 Nonetheless, since 1945 there has been a 
strong insistence by many countries on the protec-
tion of national autonomy afforded by the juridical 
principle of sovereignty. This emphasis on internal 
autonomy has often been strongest where states 
themselves were weakest, and has been particularly 
noteworthy in Africa (Jackson and Rosberg 1982). 
Yet, today ethnic conflicts and their possible 
spread have thrust issues of “humanitarian” inter-
vention onto the policy agendas of the United 
States and many other countries. As Keller (1995) 
indicates, even in Africa there is a greater willing-
ness on the part of state leaders to entertain limita-
tions on the notion of sovereignty. This without 
doubt reflects their shock over the extreme brutal-
ity of ethnic wars and the inability of states with 
limited legitimacy and low capabilities to surmount 
these challenges (Obasanjo forthcoming). Despite 
this change in attitude, it remains an open question 
whether these leaders will be prepared to sanction 
international interventions directed against their 
own countries. 
 External intervention takes three broad forms: 
noncoercive intervention, coercive intervention, 
and third-party mediation during both the negotia-
tion and implementation stages. We look briefly at 
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each of these forms, drawing conclusions in each 
case about their anticipated effects on intrastate 
conflicts. 

Noncoercive Intervention 
In our shrinking global environment, international 
actors are increasingly distressed over the violation 
of minority rights taking place in other countries. 
They are also concerned with the possibility of 
diffusion, with demands for self-determination 
spreading and civil wars spilling over into 
neighboring territories—as seen in Liberia and 
Bosnia. This sense of alarm has, intermittently, 
brought action with outside states or multilateral 
organizations protesting infractions or exerting 
pressure on the transgressors. Western govern-
ments, encouraged by their domestic publics to 
denounce breaches of human rights in Bosnia, 
Chechnya, Rwanda, and Sudan, have criticized 
these abuses through quiet, behind-the-scenes di-
plomacy and at public fora.  
 Assertions of international norms are impor-
tant in raising the costs of unacceptable behavior, 
especially when their advocates offer an alternative 
set of interests which defectors can mobilize 
around and challenge the ensconced ethnic leaders 
(Gagnon 1994/1995, 139). States are also in a 
strong position to use inclusion or exclusion from 
the international community to reward or punish 
regimes and ethnic leaders who deviate from inter-
nationally accepted norms. The promises of inclu-
sion or the pains of exclusion can at times create 
strong incentives to behave in a more responsible 
fashion. Thus Serbian President Milosevic’s desire 
to be accepted by Europeans and North Americans 
enabled Western diplomats to influence his behav-
ior at the bargaining table, even causing him to 
make concessions on the emotionally charged issue 
of Bosnian government control over a unified Sa-
rajevo. This concession brought him into conten-
tion with the Bosnian Serb representatives at 
Dayton, and with some hard-liners in the capital 
city, exposing deep within-group differences to the 
world community. Similarly, conditions on mem-
bership in international organizations appear to be 
mitigating ethnic conflicts in Hungary and Roma-
nia and Turkey’s desire for acceptance in Europe 
may be limiting its actions against its Kurdish mi-
nority.  
 In South Africa, external protest and sanctions 
raised the cost of doing business, gaining access to 
technology and raw materials, and travel. Above 
all, international condemnation challenged state 
and governmental legitimacy. Sanctions physically 
punished the regime, something that became pain-

fully evident in South Africa’s loss of dominance 
in the air war over Angola—brought on in part by 
the air force’s inability to secure spare parts. Yet, 
the symbolic impact of sanctions was also impor-
tant, because it represented a clear statement of 
sympathy for black hardship and moral disapproval 
of apartheid policies by the international commu-
nity (Strack 1978, 12). Yet, while South Africans 
found the costs of sanctions to be discomforting 
and burdensome, they did not hurt the main body 
of the white constituency sufficiently to alter pri-
orities—that is, until President F. W. de Klerk’s 
remarkable change of heart on negotiating with the 
anti-apartheid opposition in the early 1990s (Sisk 
1995).  
 Given the extreme emotionalism over security 
issues that brings aggressive ethnic leaders to the 
fore in the first place, external appeals, exhorta-
tions, and pressures are not likely in and of them-
selves to dissuade determined elites from their 
abusive courses. A Ratko Mladic, the Bosnian Serb 
military commander, or a Saddam Hussein remains 
sufficiently insulated from world pressures that 
what transpires at diplomatic meetings or in the 
global press may have little immediate impact on 
them or their militant followers. Pointing to the 
crimes of “ethnic cleansing” or to the violation of 
safe areas in Bosnia, for instance, did little to deter 
such extremists as Dr. Radovan Karadzic, the Bos-
nian Serb leader, or Mladic. In fact, the crimes that 
were committed actually eliminated dissenters and 
waverers within the Bosnian Serb community and 
bound the ethnic community together tighter than 
ever before. 
 Frustrated by this willingness to endure exter-
nal censure, international actors have sought to 
influence local preferences through the use of man-
datory sanctions, the denial or threatened denial of 
recognition, the provision of intelligence informa-
tion, and the provision of food and economic assis-
tance to one or more parties. The West has also 
been actively involved in easing Eastern European 
insecurities by engaging majority governments in a 
discussion of their ethnic problems, facilitating 
communications between majorities and 
minorities, and pushing the two sides toward 
accommodation wherever possible. The effect, 
notes Larry Watts (1995, 95), has been to ease the 
siege mentality and the sense of vulnerability of 
local actors; nevertheless, it remains unrealistic to 
hope that these pressures will compel regional 
governments to change their basic policies.  
 Noncoercive interventions, as well as other 
forms of intervention discussed below, place the 
initiating party or parties in a dilemma. On the one 
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hand, seeking to overcome the problems of be-
tween group strategic interactions, initiating coun-
tries need to engage in confidence-building in 
order to establish trust and to reassure majority and 
minority groups. On the other, targeting within-
group interactions, the efforts of third parties to 
alter the incentives of leaders and punish particular 
groups (the Hutu in Rwanda or the Serbs in Bos-
nia) complicate the process of building trust across 
groups. In dealing with this dilemma, the initiating 
states can benefit from precise information on such 
subjects as within-group points of tension and ca-
pabilities and from the adoption of a mix of poli-
cies gauged to promote conciliatory behavior on 
the part of target groups.  
 In brief, noncoercive interventions of the type 
discussed here can be helpful in raising the costs of 
purely ethnic appeals and in structuring the incen-
tives of group leaders prepared to accept interna-
tional norms for the purposes of recognition and 
acceptance. Where conflicts are intense, however, 
exhortations and international warnings may not 
deter or end violence. The most noncoercive inter-
vention can do in such situations is create a climate 
in which ethnic appeals and violence are perceived 
by all as illegitimate and, therefore, marginally less 
likely to be used.  

Coercive Intervention 
Third parties intervene militarily in intrastate con-
flicts in a peace-keeping or peacemaking role for a 
variety of reasons: to ensure food deliveries to the 
starving (e.g., Somalia, Bosnia), protect designated 
safe areas (e.g., Iraq, Bosnia), defend threatened 
peoples (e.g., Liberia, Rwanda), and establish a 
new regime (e.g., Uganda). States may be moti-
vated by hegemonic ambitions, concerns for re-
gional stability, sympathy for oppressed groups, a 
sense of international responsibility, or simple hu-
manitarianism (Cooper and Berdal 1993, 197). 
They may also intervene to maintain their own 
moral values, deter the possible use of weapons of 
mass destruction, or forestall further diffusion 
(Brown 1993, 16–20). Whatever the motive of 
states, the rise in ethnic conflict today creates new 
demands and opportunities for coercive interven-
tion. 
 Although the classic notion of sovereignty is 
being questioned today, such military actions, 
which involve the penetration of another country’s 
space, inevitably elicit challenges on the grounds 
of legitimacy. They can also involve high costs in 
building political coalitions and marshaling finan-
cial and human resources. In the end, the outcomes 
of these initiatives are less than inspiring. For 

every successful military intervention, as in the 
Congo or Persian Gulf crisis, there are the failed 
efforts in Sri Lanka, Somalia, and Lebanon. As 
new intrastate emergencies arise, it can be antici-
pated that diplomats, analysts, and increasingly 
publics will raise doubts about the prudence of 
such undertakings.  
 External interventions have two primary ef-
fects. First, intervention can alter the internal bal-
ance of ethnic power and may lead groups to 
moderate their demands. Except perhaps where the 
two (or more) sides have reached a “hurting stale-
mate” (Zartman 1985) and the purpose of the in-
tervention is exclusively to separate the forces and 
keep the peace, interventions always have political 
implications (Carr 1993). Even in Somalia, where 
negotiations on establishing a transitional national 
council held out hopes for a settlement in 1993, the 
initial humanitarian mission eventually favored one 
claimant to power (Ali Mahdi Mohamed) over the 
other (Mohamed Farah Aideed), ultimately causing 
the politicization of the mission (Hirsch and Oak-
ley 1995). By typically favoring by design or de-
fault the weaker side in any internal conflict, 
external powers reduce the stronger side’s chances 
for success. This, in turn, restrains the stronger 
party’s demands. To the extent that such restraint 
takes hold, intervention can improve the prospects 
for agreement. 
 This positive effect of intervention, however, 
is offset by an opposite and possibly equal reac-
tion. To the extent that its prospects of failure de-
cline, and its prospects of success improve, the 
weaker side is likely to increase its demands and 
ask for more at the bargaining table (Wittman 
1979). With both effects occurring simultaneously 
in any intervention, the “bargaining gap” between 
the parties is likely to remain the same—or close to 
it. The outcome of the negotiations may shift in 
favor of the weaker side, but the distance between 
the groups may remain as wide as ever. 
 These opposing tendencies have been played 
out fully in recent events in Bosnia. Once the 
NATO countries intervened decisively in Septem-
ber 1995 on behalf of the Bosnian government, and 
against the Bosnian Serb forces, the latter—
pressured by Serbian President Slobodan Mil-
osevic—quickly moderated their demands and 
moved towards accepting the 49 to 51 percent par-
tition of the country that they had earlier rejected.16 
                                                           
16 Milosevic's role in the October 1995 negotiations was impor-
tant, because it carried with it an implied threat: if the Bosnian 
Serbs refused to be more accommodating at the bargaining 
table, their Serb kinsmen across the border could further reduce 
their military support.  
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At the same time, however, the Croats saw new 
opportunities on the battlefield and at the negotiat-
ing table, and the United States and its allies had to 
step up pressure on the Bosnian government and 
Croatia not to exploit their increased leverage.  
 As the Bosnian case demonstrates, unless 
pressure is exerted on both sides to moderate their 
demands, intervention by itself will not necessarily 
enhance the prospects for agreement. In this case, 
however, the United States did place pressure on 
all the combatants and brought the parties to an 
agreement in Dayton. Simultaneous pressures were 
also critical in the Zimbabwe independence nego-
tiations, where a coalition of mediators brought 
substantial influence to bear on both delegations at 
the 1979 Lancaster House conference. The partisan 
effects of all interventions must be recognized and 
incorporated into any plan for bringing the dispu-
tants to a successful agreement. Nor does interven-
tion, by itself, solve the information failures that 
may have thwarted agreement in the first place. On 
this score, intervention is an instrument of very 
limited effectiveness. 
 The second primary effect of intervention is to 
guarantee new ethnic contracts between the war-
ring parties—at least during an interim period. As 
discussed above, problems of credible commitment 
hinder the efforts of groups to resolve their differ-
ences peacefully. Creating situations in which each 
side believes that the other will live up to the 
agreement may prove more difficult than actually 
bridging the competing interests of the groups. The 
primary attraction of external intervention is that 
an outside state can enforce an agreement, thereby 
providing the necessary credibility that is other-
wise lacking between the parties to the dispute. 
Thus, in Namibia in 1989, the third-party enforcer 
was in a position to raise the costs of breaking 
agreements by monitoring the implementation 
process, highlighting violations of the peace 
agreement, and focusing an inter- 
national spotlight on any breaches that occurred 
(Fortna 1995); the lack of any equally effective 
third-party enforcer in neighboring Angola follow-
ing the signing of the Bicesse accords and the first 
round of the 1992 elections increased the incen-
tives for Jonas Savimbi, President of the National 
Union for the Total Independence of Angola, to 
defect from the agreement and resume the civil 
war.  
 The promise of the post-Cold War world is 
that the great powers, freed from the shackles of 
superpower competition, can now intervene to 
mitigate ethnic conflict by providing external guar-
antees of social order. If the warring parties them-

selves cannot commit to uphold their pacts, 
external powers can lead the groups to peaceful 
solutions by enforcing any agreement they might 
reach. The paradox of the post-Cold War world, 
however, is that absent the bipolar competition that 
drove them into the far reaches of the globe, the 
United States and other powers now lack the po-
litical will necessary to make a sustained commit-
ment to the role of external guarantors of new 
ethnic contracts. This lack of resolve partly reflects 
the vagaries of public opinion. For example, during 
the 1994 Rwanda crisis only 28 percent of the 
American public surveyed in June 1994 favored 
sending U.S. troops to stop the killing (CBS News, 
1994); two months later, however, when the policy 
objective shifted to humanitarian aid, 69 percent of 
respondents favored such a strategy (Yankelovich, 
1994). As these data indicate, intervention is a 
weak reed upon which to rest hopes for the suc-
cessful management of transnational ethnic con-
flict. 
 The key issue in determining the success of 
any external guarantee is the commitment of the 
external powers. External guarantees are highly 
intrusive and, to the extent they seek to change 
relations among local groups, potentially expen-
sive. They work only when the local parties to the 
conflict believe that the outside powers are re-
solved to enforce the ethnic contract in a fair man-
ner into the indefinite future. Thus the Clinton 
administration’s plan to level the military playing 
field in Bosnia by helping the Muslims to rearm 
and to retrain their soldiers will not only prove 
financially costly but, if not administered carefully, 
may jeopardize the impartiality of the peace-
keepers and possibly lead to escalating violence. 
Even so, the behavior of the external powers today 
is not the crucial factor; rather, a more fundamental 
question is whether the warring parties or potential 
combatants believe the external powers will be 
there to protect them tomorrow—and in the days 
and years after that. Absent a belief in the fair-
mindedness and stamina of the external powers, 
intervention in any form will fail to mitigate the 
conflict. 
 Unfortunately, both countries with strong and 
weak interests in intervening often find themselves 
unable to offer credible guarantees. Countries with 
strong interests in the conflict—those who are vi-
tally affected by the fighting or the outcome—
either tend to be partisan or are perceived by the 
combatants as partisan—as was the case with 
France’s intervention in Rwanda in 1994. One or 
both sides to the conflict, therefore, will doubt the 
willingness or ability of the outside power to en-
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force the new ethnic contract in an evenhanded and 
fair manner. To choose an extreme hypothetical 
example that makes the point clearly, Serbia would 
not be regarded by the Croats and Muslims as an 
impartial enforcer of any new ethnic contract be-
tween themselves and the Bosnia Serbs—
regardless of any promises by Serbia to remain 
neutral. Precisely because it has close ties to its co-
ethnics across the border and strong interests in the 
outcome of the conflict in Bosnia, Serbia would be 
biased, or expected to be biased, in carrying out its 
guarantees. Similarly, having essentially taken 
sides in the same conflict, the United States and its 
NATO allies may have forfeited their status as 
credible guarantors; although many in the West 
worry about Russian involvement in peace-keeping 
operations in Bosnia, in part because they favor the 
Serbs, this may be the only way of checking the 
bias or feared bias of NATO and ensuring that the 
warring parties accept external oversight. The more 
biased the external guarantor, the less likely the 
sides will be to reach an effective and enforceable 
agreement. However, when outside powers have 
interests in a stable outcome, rather than in the 
victory or loss of either side, they may be per-
ceived by all as a fair-minded facilitator. Britain’s 
role in Zimbabwe is a positive example of an inter-
ested party able to work with a coalition of external 
mediators to push negotiations ahead to a success-
ful outcome.  
 Countries with weak interests in the conflict, 
on the other hand, will tend to lack or will be per-
ceived as lacking the political stamina to enforce 
any new ethnic contract into the indefinite future. 
The Eastern African countries making up the  
Inter-Governmental Authority on Drought and 
Development have launched mediatory initiatives 
in recent years in the Sudan, but they lack the eco-
nomic and military capabilities to enforce an 
agreement between the combatants at this juncture. 
Likewise, the United States was unwilling to bear 
any substantial cost in human lives to guarantee the 
peace in Somalia—although some casualties are 
probably inevitable in all peacemaking operations. 
When the interests of the outside power in the con-
flict is weak, each of the warring parties is more 
likely to believe that the external guarantor will 
default on its commitment—and will therefore 
continue fighting. An external guarantee that the 
parties fear will soon evaporate is no guarantee at 
all. 
 There are many reasons why states might pos-
sess only weak interests in guaranteeing a new 
ethnic conflict even when appearances suggest the 
opposite. First and foremost, political instability 

abroad is typically broad but shallow in its effects; 
conflicts that may diffuse across borders or insta-
bility that threatens to breed centers of interna-
tional terrorism and crime affect all countries, but 
none intensely. It is a collective bad, if you will, 
subject to the usual tendency to free ride on the 
efforts of other states (Olson 1965). While the in-
ternational community might benefit significantly 
from ending the conflict, it is in no country’s inter-
ests to pay unilaterally the substantial costs of re-
solving the dispute by acting as the world’s 
policeman. This is one plausible interpretation of 
the hesitancy of the United States in taking a lead-
ership role in Bosnia. In this view, Presidents Bush 
and Clinton held back hoping that the Europeans 
would step forward and carry the financial and 
military burden; only when the Europeans proved 
themselves unprepared to assume the costs did the 
United States take the lead.  
 Second, false understandings of the nature of 
ethnic conflict can also increase the reluctance of 
states to become involved. Analysis or political 
rhetoric that portrays ethnic conflicts as primordial 
contests of centuries long duration subtly raise the 
expected costs of any possible intervention and 
reduce the expected benefits; natural or inevitable 
conflicts appear to be harder to resolve than other, 
more “man made” conflicts. In this case, the wide-
spread acceptance of the view that the present Bal-
kan conflict is based upon ancient hatreds is both 
an impediment to action and an excuse for inac-
tion. 
 Weak interests, however, need not preclude 
states from becoming involved in ethnic conflicts. 
Especially after the Cold War, states are freer to 
respond to international events according to their 
own internal, domestic political whims and fancies 
(Lake forthcoming). Humanitarian intervention is 
driven by many of the same information flows that 
drive the process of diffusion. As John Chipman 
writes 

The flow of information and the effect of tele-
vision mean, especially for the great powers 
who retain power projection capabilities, that 
public opinion might support the deployment 
of force for preventive diplomacy, humanitar-
ian aid, peace-keeping, or pacification, even 
without the national interests of the ‘expedi-
tionary state’ being remotely engaged. This 
impels states to become involved in the paro-
chial quarrels of others. Leaders may know 
that their citizens will not support heavy casu-
alties where no great strategic interest is at 
stake, but often the demand ‘to do something’ 
cannot be refuted by reasoned argument 
(Chipman 1993, 239). 
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Public exposure to information about human trage-
dies, thus, may induce an emotional response suffi-
cient to draw an outside power into a conflict. 
These same emotions, however, are likely to prove 
insufficient to sustain interest once the full costs of 
the mission become apparent.  
 Weak commitments produce ambiguous poli-
cies that may, in the end, exacerbate rather than 
resolve conflicts. Public commitments encourage 
the weaker party to believe that the external power 
supports it, thereby prompting the group to fight on 
and hold out for a better deal than its position on 
the battlefield warrants (Djilas 1995, 102). Ambi-
guity and vacillation, however, may simultane-
ously persuade the stronger party that the external 
power does not possess sufficient stamina, and that 
this local actor too may improve its position by 
continuing to fight. Indeed, the strong party may 
even target the external power in an attempt to 
raise the latter’s costs of intervention and force its 
withdrawal from the conflict. This ambivalent 
commitment is the true tragedy of the current 
United States policy in the Balkans. One of the 
most important lessons from this analysis is that if 
external powers are going to intervene in ethnic 
conflicts, they must do so in a way that is credible 
to the groups involved.  
  Although easier to organize, unilateral exter-
nal action represents an intermittent and somewhat 
unreliable means of responding to ethnic violence 
in the contemporary period. Even if the French did 
enter Rwanda in the later stages of the 1994 crisis, 
this was a belated and atypical initiative. More 
common is the case of the Sudan where a decade 
of brutal encounters has engendered mediatory 
maneuvers but no decisive military intercession 
between the warring parties. As noted above, with 
the end of the Cold War, elites in the developed, 
Western countries are looking inward, reluctant to 
take on the challenge of risky humanitarian inter-
ventions in distant countries. Even in areas adja-
cent to the NATO powers, like Bosnia and 
Macedonia, Western Europeans and Americans are 
not prepared to act as peace enforcers, only as me-
diators and peace-keepers. 
 Some of the problems of political legitimacy 
and burden-sharing are less difficult when the in-
tervention is mounted by multilateral regional or 
global organizations. The problems of coalition 
building, financing, and domestic public opinion 
remain, but the collective nature of the intervention 
tends to blunt opposition at home and abroad. To 
some extent, the United Nations’ action to insulate 
the Kurdish area of Iraq from Saddam Hussein’s 
retaliatory measures represents a pioneer effort to 

protect a vulnerable nationality group. Another 
unique initiative was the entrance of the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
onto the Liberian scene in 1990, where it prevented 
the National Patriotic Front of Liberia’s takeover 
of Monrovia, and with that city’s fall, a possible 
threat to the Krahn and Mandingo peoples living 
there.  
 The difficulties of funding the ECOWAS ef-
fort and building up a larger force to ensure a sus-
tained commitment, however, point up some of the 
larger problems associated with multilateral peace 
enforcement. International organizations, after all, 
are state-based institutions that rely upon their 
members to support their activities. They cannot 
cope with the burgeoning problems of intrastate 
conflict unless their members pay their dues 
promptly and provide the necessary military 
equipment, logistical support, and trained man-
power (Boutros-Ghali 1995, 11). Smaller states 
such as Ghana have expressed their uneasiness 
about continuing what seems an indefinite com-
mitment of scarce resources in Liberia (Ofosuhene 
and Osafo-Mensah, 1994, 1); large and wealthy 
states, such as the United States, are slow to meet 
their financial responsibilities and appear intent on 
reducing their contributions to United Nations 
peace-keeping and peace-enforcing activities in the 
years ahead. To achieve “acceptable costs,” inter-
national organizations will, without doubt, have to 
make some difficult choices on which humanitar-
ian interventions to undertake (Haass 1994, 27). 
Only in special cases, then, can multilateral coer-
cive interventions be expected to have anything but 
a limited impact. 
 Finally, external interventions are not likely to 
solve the underlying problems associated with eth-
nic insecurity and violence or to change the local 
balance of power between the parties. Interveners 
can attempt to reinforce international norms and 
enforce agreements, but in the final analysis, con-
flict management requires an effort by the local 
parties to work out acceptable rules of interaction. 
This is not to say that containing conflict is not an 
important achievement, only that containment by 
itself is not a permanent solution. External inter-
vention does not solve the dilemmas above or cre-
ate a desire among the parties to restore normal 
relations. 

Third-party Mediation 
External mediators can encourage adversaries to 
reconsider their alternatives and to opt for peace-
ful, negotiated solutions to their differences. As 
noted above, only one-fourth of intrastate wars in 
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the post-World War II period have been settled 
through mediation and negotiation, a percentage 
that reflects the strength of state and ethnic identi-
fications and the difficulty that intrastate groups 
have in compromising with their adversaries. As 
Charles William Maynes (1995, 111) contends: 
“There is . . . a desperate quality to civil wars that 
makes them particularly hard to control once they 
start.” Even so, as wars reach a mutually hurting 
stalemate and leaders on both sides perceive an 
“intolerable situation” with little expectation of 
military victory, there is a chance that the fatigued 
parties will come to the table and bargain in earnest 
(Zartman 1985, 232). Despite the emotionalism 
and organizational imperatives surrounding civil 
wars, a number of them—including Cambodia, 
Nicaragua, Zimbabwe, Angola, Namibia, Mozam-
bique, and possibly now Chechnya, Bosnia, Pales-
tine, and Israel—have been or are close to being 
settled by means of negotiations. One must not 
anticipate too much from mediatory efforts, but a 
grim, self-fulfilling outlook is also not appropriate. 
 The difficulties normally associated with me-
diation are compounded by the obstacles to imple-
mentation. In the 1980s and 1990s, several 
laboriously negotiated agreements have been 
signed only to see them fall apart at the implemen-
tation stage—for example, in Ethiopia and Eritrea 
(1962), Sudan (1982), Uganda (1985), Angola 
(1975, 1992), and Rwanda (1994). A large part of 
the responsibility for these failures lies with adver-
sary parties and their inability to make credible and 
reliable commitments. Their distrust of one an-
other’s intentions was so deep that the peace 
agreement crumbled when ambiguity opened the 
way to renewed confrontation. However, part of 
the explanation for the failure of agreements is 
attributable to the international community and its 
unwillingness to provide the mediators with the 
needed economic, logistical, police, and military 
support to oversee the processes of disarmament, 
integration of the armed forces, repatriation of 
refugees, and holding of general elections. In addi-
tion, the guarantees made to one or more rivals by 
foreign governments and multilateral organizations 
may come to lack credibility in the eyes of local 
actors if domestic publics lose interest in far-off 
conflicts and retreat from commitments made at the 
high point of the struggle.  
 International interventions, then, may prove 
necessary but not sufficient to ensure long term 
commitments to peaceful relations. Where confi-
dence-building measures fail to overcome ethnic 
fears and iterated bargaining processes stall, the 
international community becomes by default the 

guarantor of last resort for desperate peoples 
caught up in intense civil wars. Yet even here, the 
safety net is frail, dependent on the goodwill of 
local adversaries and the sustained concern of for-
eign governments and publics. In such an envi-
ronment, all may be born free, but find themselves 
chained by fear. 

Thwarting the International Spread of Ethnic 
Conflict 
Both confidence-building measures and external 
interventions are imperfect instruments for ensur-
ing ethnic peace. Some measure of ethnic conflict 
may be inevitable. Confidence-building measures 
and external interventions are also targeted at par-
ticular ethnic conflicts—both actual and possible. 
They work primarily by influencing internal condi-
tions and, thus, the probabilities of intrastate con-
flicts. As ethnic conflict requires fertile soil in 
which to grow, this emphasis on local conditions is 
necessary and appropriate—even in a project such 
as ours that focuses on the international spread of 
ethnic conflict. By reducing the chances of vio-
lence in particular locations, confidence-building 
measures and interventions affect indirectly the 
international processes of contagion and expansion 
discussed above. Nonetheless, they do not address 
these processes directly. Even if individual ethnic 
conflicts can be only imperfectly managed, is it 
possible to influence the extent to which they are 
likely to spread across national borders? What can 
be done to limit the processes of diffusion and es-
calation? 
 With the exception of the first and most direct 
route, where conflict abroad changes the existing 
balance of ethnic power at home, diffusion occurs 
largely by changing the political strategies and, 
more fundamentally, the information and beliefs of 
ethnic groups. Ethnic conflict abroad may em-
bolden groups to make more extreme demands, 
prompt groups to expect others to make more ex-
treme demands, and alter the evaluations groups 
make about the distribution of ethnic power within 
their societies, the efficacy of their existing safe-
guards, and the costs of using violence. Because of 
the selection bias in the media and the self-
aggrandizing strategies of egoistic politicians, con-
flict is more likely than peace to diffuse through 
these channels.  
 Recognizing the importance of information 
flows and the beliefs leaders and groups hold about 
the intentions and abilities of others, the most di-
rect and potentially most effective policy instru-
ments available to the international community as 
it attempts to limit the diffusion of ethnic conflict 
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is to ensure that objective, unbiased and balanced 
information is widely available to all ethnic groups 
at risk of being engulfed by conflict. In short, 
states and the international community in general 
can seek to offset the selection bias in the media 
and pronouncements of national political entrepre-
neurs and correct the distortions in beliefs that fol-
low from it. By providing objective and balanced 
information, the international community can help 
to reduce the severity of both the between group 
and within-group strategic problems discussed 
above. In turn, this directly limits the likelihood 
that ethnic conflicts will diffuse around the globe. 
Mediation in specific conflicts often serves this 
same purpose. But wider communication of accu-
rate information can also create a general climate 
that inhibits the spread of conflict, for it mitigates 
the sources of ethnic fear and insecurity. 
 This need for readily available, objective in-
formation suggests a new mission for the informa-
tion arms of the United States government, built up 
during the Cold War but now coming under the 
budgetary knife, and possibly the United Nations. 
Agencies like Radio Free Europe, which provided 
information on economic and political trends that 
was simply unavailable in the communist countries 
of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, could 
now serve equally well in disseminating balanced 
reports on ethnic conflicts and, more important, 
successful cohabitations. Such objective informa-
tion might have made a difference in Bosnia and 
Rwanda, although, by itself, better information is 
unlikely to have prevented either conflict in its 
entirety. 
 The international community in general, and 
its leading states in particular, can also act to limit 
the escalation of ethnic conflicts to new belliger-

ents. States can aid in limiting the potential for 
escalation by reaffirming credibly their commit-
ment to the rights of regional autonomy within 
states and, in certain circumstances, national self-
determination outside existing states, but only if 
pursued and obtained through peaceful means 
(Kampelman 1993, xi). The divorce between the 
two halves of Czechoslovakia or between Ethiopia 
and Eritrea, widely accepted by other states, are 
exemplary in this regard.  
 Similarly, the international community must 
recognize and legitimate the need to protect minor-
ity rights within other countries; at the same time, 
it should reserve to its regional and international 
bodies the sole right to sanction coercive interven-
tions, lest the pursuit of this principle expand 
rather than mitigate interstate conflicts. Protecting 
minority rights is a double edged sword. By limit-
ing the rights of co-ethnics in neighboring states to 
intervene unilaterally, the potential for transform-
ing local conflicts into regional conflicts is greatly 
reduced. The pull of ethnic alliances can be dimin-
ished. At the same time, this principle obligates the 
broader international community to assume re-
sponsibility for protecting these same minorities—
as it has done for the Kurds in northern Iraq.  
 Neither of these principles for containing the 
escalation of ethnic conflict will, of course, work 
without a credible commitment by the community 
of states to punish transgressors and forcibly pro-
tect minorities if necessary. The problems of build-
ing support for the defense of principles are no 
different than those found in intervening in specific 
conflicts—although they may be even harder to 
solve in the abstract than in immediate cases of 
ethnic violence. This highlights again the problems 
and limits of forcible interventions.  

Conclusion 

Most of the time, most ethnic groups live side-by-
side in harmony with one another. Even in cases 
where ethnic minorities might otherwise be at risk, 
some states have been determined to promote sta-
ble ethnic relations on their own, and have made 
concessions on minority group inclusion, participa-
tion, autonomy, and access to resources. The ef-
fects of these adjustments to the grievances and 
insecurities of smaller or less powerful ethnic 
groups is, for the most part, to ease intergroup ten-
sions. However, an awareness that regimes can 
always change their preferences and retract these 

concessions leaves minorities fearful of the future. 
Information failures, problems of credible com-
mitment, the security dilemma, and the risk that 
ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs will 
polarize society lurk in the background of all eth-
nically divided polities. Conflict always remains a 
possibility. 
 When politicians lack legitimacy and a solid 
base of supporters, they may decide to outbid mod-
erate competitors within their own ethnic group by 
making militant appeals to group interests. In situa-
tions of perceived group disadvantage, economic 
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decline, hostile political memories, or widespread 
anomie, such appeals may awaken long dormant 
“malignant nationalisms” and lead to escalating 
violence (Van Evera 1994, 8). Irrespective of 
whether ethnicity is an invented category or not, a 
leader’s call for action to a people having some 
form of shared identity can awaken a conscious-
ness of common grievances and a desire to rectify 
these perceived wrongs. The group can rapidly 
attract supporters not wanting to be left out, ena-
bling its leaders to use their new influence and 
power to force centrist politicians to placate them 
on key issues. Provided that the aggressive nation-
alists continue to broaden their appeal and keep 
their movement unified, they can, in a multiethnic 
context, manipulate emotions, expand their de-
mands, and cause violence to surface. In worst case 
scenarios, as in Bosnia, Burundi, and Rwanda, a 
progression from intermittent to systematic vio-
lence can occur, creating new destruction and en-
mities that complicate a return to normal relations.  
 Particularly where an element of local anarchy 
is present and the state is weak, a spiral of negative 
encounters that leads to violence remains a very 
real possibility. Information failures occur as the 
state loses its ability to arbitrate between factions 
and groups hold back information and suspect oth-
ers of doing the same. Problems of credible com-
mitment arise as ethnic contracts collapse and 
groups fear that others will not uphold their prom-
ises. Incentives to preempt drive groups to fight 
first and seek the basis for compromise later. In 
multi-ethnic polities with past histories of conflict 
and distrust, the social fabric can be very weak and 
easily torn apart. 
 In their fear, political minorities, recognizing 
the state’s limited capacity to maintain order and 
its potential to act repressively in some cases, look 
outward to the international community for protec-
tion. They hope the international community will 
restore a balance of power and hence make sys-
tematic, state-sanctioned ethnic killing too costly 
for the hard-line majority leadership to condone. 
The international response, however, has all too 
often been feeble and unconvincing. Western 
countries condemned ethnic cleansing in Bosnia or 
Sudan and appealed for negotiated settlements; 
they have also mediated peace agreements between 
the adversaries with some success in recent years. 
However, as these situations continue to degener-
ate, these same external powers are inhibited by 
calculations of prudence and fail to intervene more 
forcefully. The effect is to leave the aggressive 
nationalists with an incentive to stay their murder-
ous course. In a world community in which domes-

tic publics oppose external interventions and many 
states are inclined to free ride on the efforts of oth-
ers, only fragile safety nets are held out for the 
vulnerable. 
 What can be done? It is important to start by 
recognizing that Western and other countries have 
strong interests in a stable world, one in which 
their people can safely travel and conduct business 
and population movements and flows of refugees 
do not cause new tensions and instabilities. It is 
also important to acknowledge the limits of inter-
national action. Yet the growing potential for eth-
nic conflicts around the globe requires new ideas 
and concerted efforts by regional and global actors 
to prevent future disasters. 
 The increase in ethnic and national confronta-
tions requires new thinking about the diffusion of 
destructive ideas on interethnic relations across 
international borders. New norms on dealing with 
dangerous radio broadcasts, diaspora communities 
living in neighboring countries, national and state 
boundaries, or secession attempts might go a long 
way toward making some of the worst cases of 
group tension more manageable. Also, the accep-
tance of decentralization schemes within the state, 
including subregional autonomy and confedera-
tion, might provide incentives for pragmatic coop-
erative relationships. To be sure, because these 
schemes are a response to ethnic fears and build a 
certain amount of social tension into their struc-
tures, they are likely to provoke intense anxieties in 
majority circles. But with a concerted effort by 
international donors to link economic assistance to 
the acceptance of these institutional accommoda-
tions, leaders in majority communities could come 
to see their wider interests served by striking a deal 
with local adversaries. 
 In the end, however, there can be no substitute 
for greater global commitment and involvement. 
Here an element of planning is essential. Because 
intrastate conflicts are partly international in their 
causes, perpetuation, and settlement, the world 
community has an enormous stake in their man-
agement. Such manifestations as external assis-
tance and intervention, population movements, the 
return of refugees, and the diffusion of ideas are 
international in their genesis and scope. In turn, the 
international community has already been involved 
at nearly every stage of some confrontations 
around the globe, assembling data banks, setting 
up early warning systems, recognizing govern-
ments and insurgent movements, mediating before 
and after the formal negotiating process, dispatch-
ing peace-keepers, engaging in peace-enforcement 
efforts, providing monitoring teams, assisting in 
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the creation of new armies, and possibly holding 
war crimes trials. This is a hopeful sign. Other ar-
eas for international consideration in the near fu-
ture might well include the setting of standards for 
determining when radio broadcasts, military assis-
tance, and coup d’etats represent abusive actions 
directed at minority citizens and require external as 
well as internal resistance. So far, many of the in-
ternational responses have been conducted sepa-
rately, sporadically, and outside of any 
comprehensive strategy for achieving ethnic peace, 
thereby limiting their effectiveness.  
 In today’s world there is no practical alterna-
tive to an involved international community. Effec-
tive planning for future ethnic crises means that 

states must act in advance of confrontations to de-
velop norms, assemble information, establish 
early-warning mechanisms, and put mediators, 
military contingents, and monitoring teams on a 
stand-by basis. For Secretary-General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali (1992, 47), a sense of confidence 
that the United Nations will react swiftly to uphold 
its Charter “presupposes a strong, efficient and 
independent civil service…and an assured financial 
basis.” Only such a decisive and effective global 
body can be counted upon to intercede in intense 
ethnic conflicts before they spread out of control 
and leave us all more fearful than ever about our 
own survival and well-being.  
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