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ETHNIC CONFLICT

Ethnic conflict seems to have supplant-
ed nuclear war as the most pressing
issue on the minds of policymakers.

But if yesterday’s high priests of mutu-
ally assured destruction were guilty of
hyper-rationality, today’s prophets of

anarchy suffer from a collective hyste-
ria triggered by simplistic notions of

l ' ethnicity. Debates about intervention
‘ in Rwanda or stability in Bosnia
demand a more sober perspective.

by Yahya Sadowski

The Number of Ethnic Conflicts Rose
Dramatically at the End of the Cold War

Nope. The idea that the number of ethnic conflicts has recently
exploded, ushering us into a violent new era of ethnic “pandaemoni-
um,” is one of those optical illusions that round-the-clock and round-
the-world television coverage has helped to create. Ethnic conflicts
have consistently formed the vast majority of wars ever since the epoch
of decolonization began to sweep the developing countries after 1945.
Although the number of ethnic conflicts has continued to grow since
the Cold War ended, it has done so at a slow and steady rate, remain-
ing consistent with the overall trend of the last 50 years.

In 1990 and 1991, however, several new and highly visible ethnic
conflicts erupted as a result of the dissolution of the Soviet Union and
Yugoslavia. The clashes between the armies of Croatia, Serbia, and
Slovenia, and the agonizing battle that pitted Bosnia’s Croats, Mus-
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lims, and Serbs against each other, occurred on Europe’s fringes, with-
in easy reach of television cameras. The wars in Azerbaijan, Chechnya,
Georgia, and Tajikistan, while more distant, were still impressive in the
way that they humbled the remnants of the former Soviet colossus.
Many observers mistook these wars for the start of a new trend. Some
were so impressed that they began to reclassify conflicts in Angola,
Nicaragua, Peru, and Somalia—once seen as ideological or power
struggles—as primarily ethnic conflicts.

The state-formation wars that accompanied the “Leninist extinction”
now appear to have been a one-time event—a flash flood rather than a
global deluge. Many of these battles have already been brought under
control. Indeed, the most striking trend in warfare during the 1990s has
been its decline: The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
documented just 27 major armed conflicts (only one of which, India and
Pakistan’s slow-motion struggle over Kashmir, was an interstate war) in
1996, down from 33 such struggles in 1989. Once the Cold War ended,
a long list of seemingly perennial struggles came to a halt: the Lebanese
civil war, the Moro insurrection in the Philippines, regional clashes in
Chad, the Eritrean secession and related battles in Ethiopia, the Sahrawi
independence struggle, fratricide in South Africa, and the guerrilla wars
in El Salvador and Nicaragua.

The majority of the wars that survive today are ethnic conflicts—but
they are mostly persistent battles that have been simmering for decades.
They include the (now possibly defunct) IRA insurgency in the United
Kingdom; the struggle for Kurdish autonomy in Iran, Iraq, and Turkey;
the Israeli-Palestinian tragedy; the Sri Lankan civil war; and long-stand-
ing regional insurrections in Burma, India, and Indonesia.

Most Ethnic Conflicts Are Rooted in Ancient
Tribal or Religious Rivalries

No way. The claim that ethnic conflicts have deep roots has long
been a standard argument for not getting involved. According to politi-
cal journalist Elizabeth Drew’s famous account, President Bill Clinton in
1993 had intended to intervene in Bosnia until he read Robert Kaplan’s
book Balkan Ghosts, which, as Drew said, conveyed the notion that
“these people had been killing each other in tribal and religious wars for
centuries.” But the reality is that most ethnic conflicts are expressions of
“modern hate” and largely products of the twentieth century.
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The case of Rwanda is typical. When Europeans first stumbled across
it, most of the country was already united under a central monarchy
whose inhabitants spoke the same language, shared the same cuisine and
culture, and practiced the same religion. They were, however, divided
into several castes. The largest group, the Hutus, were farmers. The rul-
ing aristocracy, who collected tribute from all other groups, was recruit-
ed from the Tutsis, the caste of cattle herders. All groups supplied troops
for their common king, and intermarriage was not unusual. Social mobil-
ity among castes was quite possible: A rich Hutu who purchased enough
cattle could climb into the ranks of the Tutsi; an impoverished Tutsi
could fall into the ranks of the Hutu. Anthropologists considered all
castes to be members of a single “tribe,” the Banyarwanda.

Then came the Belgians. Upon occupying the country after World
War I, they transformed the system. Like many colonial powers, the
Belgians chose to rule through a local élite—the Tutsis were eager to
collaborate in exchange for Belgian guarantees of their local power and
for privileged access to modern education. Districts that had been
under Hutu leadership were brought under Tutsi rule. Until 1929,
about one-third of the chiefs in Rwanda had been Hutu, but then the
Belgians decided to “streamline” the provincial administration by
eliminating all non-Tutsi chiefs. In 1933, the Belgians issued manda-
tory identity cards to all Rwandans, eliminating fluid movement
between castes and permanently fixing the identity of each individual,
and his or her children, as either Hutu or Tutsi. As the colonial admin-
istration penetrated and grew more powerful, Belgian backing allowed
the Tutsis to increase their exploitation of the Hutus to levels that
would have been impossible in earlier times.

In the 1950s, the Belgians came under pressure from the United
Nations to grant Rwanda independence. In preparation, Brussels
began to accord the majority Hutus—the Tutsis constituted only 14
percent of the population—a share of political power and greater
access to education. Although this policy alarmed the Tutsis, it did
not come close to satisfying the Hutus: Both groups began to organize
to defend their interests, and their confrontations became increasing-
ly militant. Centrist groups that included both Hutus and Tutsis were
gradually squeezed out by extremists on both sides. The era of modern
communal violence began with the 1959 attack on a Hutu leader by
Tutsi extremists; Hutus retaliated, and several hundred people were
killed. This set in motion a cycle of violence that culminated in
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Ethnic Africa
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December 1963, when Hutus massacred 10,000 Tutsis and drove
another 130,000-150,000 from the country. These tragedies laid the
seeds for the genocide of 1994.

The late emergence of ethnic violence, such as in Rwanda, is the
norm, not an exception. In Ceylon, riots that pitted Tamils against Sin-

SUMMER 1998 15



Think Again

halese did not erupt until 1956. In Bosnia, Serbs and Croats coexisted
with one another, and both claimed Muslims as members of their com-
munities, until World War II—and peaceful relations resumed even
after the bloodshed of that conflict. Turks and Kurds shared a common
identity as Ottomans and wore the same uniforms during World War I;
in fact, the first Kurdish revolt against Turkish rule was not recorded
until 1925. Muslims and Jews in Palestine had no special history of
intercommunal hatred (certainly nothing resembling European anti-
Semitism) until the riots of 1921, when nascent Arab nationalism
began to conflict with the burgeoning Zionist movement. Although
Hindu-Muslim clashes had a long history in India, they were highly
localized; it was only after 1880 that the contention between these two
groups began to gel into large-scale, organized movements. Of course,
the agitators in all these conflicts tend to dream up fancy historic pedi-
grees for their disputes. Bosnian Serbs imagine that they are fighting to
avenge their defeat by the Ottoman Turks in 1389; Hutus declare that
Tutsis have “always” treated them as subhumans; and 1IRA bombers
attack their victims in the name of a nationalist tradition they claim has
burned since the Dark Ages. But these mythologies of hatred are them-
selves largely recent inventions.

Ethnic Conflict Was Powerful Enough
to Rip Apart the USSR

Yeah, right. The idea that the Soviet Union was destroyed by an
explosion of ethnic atavism has been put forth by a number of influ-
ential thinkers, most notably Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan. But
this theory is not only historically inaccurate, it has misleading policy
implications. The collapse of states is more often the cause of ethnic
conflicts rather than the result.

Prior to 1991, ethnic consciousness within the Soviet Union had
only developed into mass nationalism in three regions: the Baltic states,
Transcaucasia, and Russia itself. Russian nationalism posed no threat to
Soviet rule: It had been so successfully grafted onto communism during
World War II that even today Leninists and Russian ultranationalists
tend to flock to the same parties. In Transcaucasia, the Armenians and
Georgians had developed potent national identities but were much
more interested in pursuing local feuds (especially with Muslims) than
in dismantling the Soviet Union. Only in the Baltic states, which had
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remained sovereign and independent until 1940, was powerful nation-
alist sentiment channeled directly against Moscow.

When the August 1991 coup paralyzed the Communist Party, the last
threads holding the Soviet state together dissolved. Only then did rapid
efforts to spread nationalism to other regions appear. In Belarus, Ukraine,
and across Central Asia, the nomenklatura, searching for new instru-
ments to legitimate their rule, began to embrace—and sometimes
invent—nationalist mythologies. It was amidst this wave of post-Soviet
nationalism that new or rekindled ethnic conflicts broke out in Chech-
nya, Moldova, Ukraine, and elsewhere. Yet even amid the chaos of state
collapse, ethnonationalist movements remained weaker and less violent
than many had expected. Despite the predictions of numerous pundits,
revivalist Islamic movements only took root in a couple of places
(Chechnya and Tajikistan). Relations between indigenous Turkic peo-
ples and Russian immigrants across most of Central Asia remained civil.

Ethnic Conflicts Are More Savage and
Genocidal Than Conventional Wars

Wrong. Although this assumption is inaccurate, the truth is not
much more comforting. There appears to be no consistent difference
between ethnic and nonethnic wars in terms of their lethality. In fact,
the percentage of civilians in the share of total casualties is rising for
all types of warfare. During World War I, civilian casualties constitut-
ed about 15 percent of all deaths. That number skyrocketed to 65 per-
cent during World War 11, which, by popularizing the use of strategic
bombing, blockade-induced famine, and guerrilla warfare, constituted
a real, albeit underappreciated, watershed in the history of human
slaughter. Ever since, the number of civilian dead has constituted two-
thirds or more of the total fatalities in most wars. Indeed, according to
UNICEF, the share of civilian casualties has continued to grow since
1945—rising to almost 90 percent by the end of the 1980s and to more
than 90 percent during this decade.

Furthermore, ethnic wars are less likely to be associated with geno-
cide than “conventional” wars. The worst genocides of modern times
have not been targeted along primarily ethnic lines. Rather, the geno-
cides within Afghanistan, Cambodia, China, the Soviet Union, and
even, to a great extent, Indonesia and Uganda, have focused on liqui-
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Major Genocides
since World War II

COUNTRY DATES VICTIMS (IN THOUSANDS)

USSR 1943-47 Repatriated nationals and ethnic minorities 500-1,100
Chino 1950-51 Landlords 800-3,000
Sudon 1955-72 Southern nationalists 100-500
Indonesio 1965-66 Communists and ethnic Chinese 80-1,000
China 1966-75 Cultural revolution victims 400-850
Uganda 1971-79 Opponents of Idi Amin 100500

Pakistan 1971 Bengali notionalists 1,250-3,000
(ambodio 1975-79 Urbanites 800-3,000
Afghaniston 1978-89 Opponents of the regime 1,000

Sudan 1983-98 Southern nationalists 100-1,500
Irag 1984-91 Kurds 100282
Bosnio 1991-95 Bosnian Muslims and Croats 25-200
Burundi 1993-98 Hutu, Tutsi 150+
Rwanda 1994 Tutsi 500-1,000

Sowrces: Borbara Harff, “Victims of the State: Genocides, Politicides and Group Repression since 1945,
International Review of Victimology, 1 (1989): 23-41; Conflict Resolution Progrom, 1995-1996 State of World Conflict
Report (Atlanta: Carter Center, 1997); Los Angeles Times; and the Encyclopaedia Britannica.

dating political dissidents: To employ the emerging vocabulary, they
were politicides rather than ethnicides. Indeed, the largest genocides of
this century were clearly ideologically driven politicides: the mass
killings committed by the Maoist regime in China from 1949 to 1976,
by the Leninist/Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union between 1917 and
1959, and by the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia between 1975 and 1979.

Finally, some pundits have claimed that ethnic conflicts are more
likely to be savage because they are often fought by irregular, or guer-
rilla, troops. In fact, (a) ethnic wars are usually fought by regular
armies, and (b) regular armies are quite capable of vicious massacres.
Contrary to the stereotypes played out on television, the worst killing
in Bosnia did not occur where combatants were members of irregular
militias, reeling drunk on slivowitz. The core of the Serb separatist forces
consisted of highly disciplined troops that were seconded from the
Yugoslav army and led by a spit-and-polish officer corps. It was pre-
cisely these units that made the massacres at Srebrenica possible: It
required real organizational skill to take between 6,000 and 10,000
Bosnian troops prisoner, disarm and transport them to central loca-
tions, and systematically murder them and distribute their bodies
among a network of carefully concealed mass graves. Similarly, the
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wave of ethnic cleansing that followed the seizure of northern and east-
ern Bosnia by the Serbs in 1991 was not the spontaneous work of
crazed irregulars. Transporting the male Bosnian population to con-
centration camps at Omarska and elsewhere required the talents of
men who knew how to coordinate military attacks, read railroad sched-
ules, guard and (under-) supply large prison populations, and organize
bus transport for expelling women and children.

Globalization Makes Ethnic Conflict
More Likely

Think again. The claim that globalization—the spread of consumer
values, democratic institutions, and capitalist enterprise—aggravates
ethnic and cultural violence is at the core of Samuel Huntington’s
“clash of civilizations” hypothesis, Robert Kaplan’ vision of “the com-
ing anarchy,” and Benjamin Barber’s warning that we face a future of
“Jihad vs. McWorld.” Although these suggestions deserve further study,
the early indications are that globalization plays no real role in spread-
ing ethnic conflict and may actually inhibit it.

Despite the fears of cultural critics that the broad appeal of “Bay-
watch” heralds a collapse of worldwide values, there is not much con-
crete evidence linking the outbreak of ethnic wars to the global spread
of crude materialism via film, television, radio, and boombox. Denmark
has just as many television sets as the former Yugoslavia but has not
erupted into ethnic carnage or even mass immigrant bashing. Mean-
while, Burundj, sitting on the distant outskirts of the global village with
only one television set for every 4,860 people, has witnessed some of the
worst violence in this decade.

The spread of democratic values seems a slightly more plausible can-
didate as a trigger for ethnic violence: The recent progress of democra-
cy in Albania, Armenia, Croatia, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, Serbia, and
South Africa has been attended by ethnic feuding in each country. But
this is an inconsistent trend. Some of the most savage internal conflicts
of the post—Cold War period have occurred in societies that were grow-
ing less free, such as Egypt, India (which faced major secessionist chal-
lenges by Kashmiris, Sikhs, Tamils, etc.), Iran, and Peru. For that
matter, many of the worst recent ethnic conflicts occurred in countries
where the regime type was unstable and vacillated back and forth
between more and less free forms, as in Azerbaijan, Bosnia, Lebanon,
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Liberia, Nigeria, and Tajikistan. Conversely, in numerous cases, such as
the so-called third wave of democratization that swept Latin America
and East Asia during the 1980s, political liberalization seems to have
actually reduced most forms of political violence.

Investigating the impact of economic globalization leads to three
surprises. First, the countries affected most by globalization—that is,
those that have shown the greatest increase in international trade and
benefited most significantly from foreign direct investment—are not
the newly industrializing economies of East Asia and Latin America
but the old industrial societies of Europe and North America. Second,
ethnic conflicts are found, in some form or another, in every type of
society: They are not concentrated among poor states, nor are they
unusually common among countries experiencing economic global-
ization. Thus, the bad news is that ethnic conflicts do not disappear
when societies “modernize.”

The good news, however, lies in the third surprise: Ethnic conflicts
are likely to be much less lethal in societies that are developed, eco-
nomically open, and receptive to globalization. Ethnic battles in indus-
trial and industrializing societies tend either to be argued civilly or at
least limited to the political violence of marginal groups, such as the
provisional 1RA in the United Kingdom, Mohawk secessionists in Cana-
da, or the Ku Klux Klan in the United States. The most gruesome eth-
nic wars are found in poorer societies—Afghanistan and Sudan, for
example—where economic frustration reinforces political rage. It
seems, therefore, that if economic globalization contributes to a coun-
try’s prosperity, then it also dampens the level of ethnic violence there.

Fanaticism Makes Ethnic Conflicts
Harder to Terminate

Not really. Vojislav Seselj, the commander of one of the most mur-
derous Serb paramilitary groups in Bosnia, once warned that if U.S.
forces were used there, “the war [would] be total....We would have
tens of thousands of volunteers, and we would score a glorious victo-
ry. The Americans would have to send thousands of body bags. It
would be a new Vietnam.” Of course, several years later, after Serb
forces had been handily defeated by a combination of Croat ground
forces and NATO airpower, the president of the Serb separatists,
Radovan Karadzic, admitted their leadership had thought all along
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Tribal Wisdom

“For centuries, [Yugoslavia] marked a tense and often violent fault line between
empires and religions. The end of the Cold War and the dissolution of that
country . . . surfaced all those ancient tensions again . . .”

—~U.S. president Bill Clinton, addressing the U.S. Naval Acad-
emy in 1994

“We are confronted by contradictory phenomena in which both the factors of
integration and cooperation and the tendencies of division and dispersal are both
apparent. The technological and communications revolution is offset by the
eruption of nationalist conflicts and ethnic hatreds.”

~Egyptian foreign minister Amr Moussa, before the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in 1996

“In this Europe of ours, where no one would have thought a struggle between
ethnic groups possible, tragically this has come about. It may serve to open peo-
ple’s eyes to the unspeakable possibilities in the future, even in unexpected places.
Today we are threatened by the danger . . . of racial, veligious, and tribal
hatred.”

~Italian president Oscar Luigi Scalfaro in 1997

“Yet even as the waves of globalization unfurl so powerfully across our planet,
so does a deep and vigorous countertide. . . . What some have called a ‘new
tribalism’ is shaping the world as profoundly on one level as the ‘new globalism’
is shaping it on another.”

~His Highness the Aga Khan, at the Commonwealth Press
Union Conference in Cape Town in 1996

“. .. all over the world, we see a kind of reversion to tribalism. . . . We see it
in Russia, in Yugoslavia, in Canada, in the United States. . . . What is it about
all this globalization of communication that is making people return to more—
to smaller units of identity?”

~Neil Postman, chair of the department of culture and
communication at New York University, in 1995

that “if the West put in 10,000 men to cut off our supply corridors, we
Serbs would be finished.” Militarily, ethnic conflicts are not intrinsi-
cally different from any other type of combat. They can take on the
form of guerrilla wars or conventional battles; they can be fought by
determined and disciplined cadres or by poorly motivated slobs. How
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much military force will be required to end the fighting varies widely
from one ethnic conflict to the next.

However, achieving a military victory and building a durable peace
are two very different matters. Sealing the peace in ethnic conflicts may
prove harder for political—not military—reasons. Ethnic conflicts are
fought among neighbors, among people who live intermingled with one
other, forced to share the same resources and institutions. When two
states end a war, they may need only to agree to stop shooting and
respect a mutual border. But in ethnic conflicts there are often no estab-
lished borders to retreat behind. Sometimes, ethnic disputes can be
resolved by drawing new borders—creating new states (such as
Bangladesh and “rump” Pakistan) that allow the quarreling groups to
live apart. Other times, they can be terminated by convincing the com-
batants that they must share power peaceably and learn to coexist. This
is the objective of the Dayton accord on Bosnia.

In either case, ending ethnic warfare often requires the expensive
and delicate construction of new political institutions. Not only may
this be more difficult than terminating a “normal” interstate war, it may
also take much longer. Building truly effective states takes time. For this
reason, ethnic wars whose participants are already organized into states
or protostates (which was true of the combatants in Croatia and Bosnia)
are probably easier to bring to a conclusion than battles in regions—
Afghanistan, for example, not to speak of Somalia—where real states
have yet to congeal.

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

The classic introduction to the study of ethnic conflict is still Donald
Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1985). The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
(stPRr1) inventories changing patterns of warfare in the SIPRI Yearbook
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, annual). For a specialist’s tally of par-
ticular ethnic conflicts, see Ted Robert Gurr, Minorities at Risk: A
Global View of Ethnopolitical Conflicts (Washington: U.S. Institute of
Peace, 1993). An absorbing overview of the evolving relations between
Tutsi and Hutu is Gérard Prunier, The Rwanda Crisis: History of a
Genocide (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995). The Human
Rights Watch report, Slaughter among Neighbors: The Political Ori-
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gins of Communal Violence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995),
provides a broader survey of modern hate. An excellent account of the
diversity of forms that ethnicity and nationalism have taken in territo-
ries of the former Soviet Union is Ronald Grigor Suny’s The Revenge of
the Past: Nationalism, Revolution and the Collapse of the Soviet
Union (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993). Neal Ascherson
reflects upon issues of nationality and ethnicity in his book Black Sea
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1995), which chronicles the expansive histo-
ry of a region that has been a nexus of several Asian and European cul-
tures. David Rohde’s chilling Endgame: The Betrayal and Fall of
Srebrenica (New York: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 1997) documents the
careful organizational planning underlying the genocide in Bosnia. A
recent work that dissects the question of whether, or how, the United
States should intervene in ethnic conflicts is David Callahan’s
Unwinnable Wars: American Power and Ethnic Conflict (New York:
Hill & Wang, 1998).

For links to relevant Web sites, as well as a comprehensive index of
related articles, access www.foreignpolicy.com.
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