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Since the end of the
Cold War, a wave of ethnic conflict has swept 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
genocide. Early optimism that the end of the Cold War might usher in a new
world order has been quickly shattered. Before the threat of nuclear armaged-
don could fully fade, new threats of state meltdown and ethnic cleansing have
rippled across the international community.

The most widely discussed explanations of ethnic conflict are, at best, incom-
plete and, at worst, simply wrong. 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 were ethnic passions, long
bottled up by repressive communist regimes, simply uncorked by the end of
the Cold War.

We argue instead that intense ethnic conflict is most often caused by collec-
tive fears of the future. As groups begin to fear for their safety, dangerous and
difficult-to-resolve strategic dilemmas arise that contain within them the po-
tential for tremendous violence. As information failures, problems of credible
commitment, and the security dilemma take hold, groups become apprehen-
sive, the state weakens, and conflict becomes more likely. Ethnic activists and
political entrepreneurs, operating within groups, build upon these fears of
insecurity and polarize society. Political memories and emotions also magnify
these anxieties, driving groups further apart. Together, these between-group
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and within-group strategic interactions produce a toxic brew of distrust and
suspicion that can explode into murderous violence.

Managing ethnic conflicts, whether by local elites and governments or con-
cerned members of the international community, is a continuing 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. Ethnic conflict can be contained, but it cannot be entirely
resolved. Effective management seeks to reassure minority groups of both their
physical security and, because it is often a harbinger of future threats, their
cultural security. Demonstrations of respect, power-sharing, elections engi-
neered to produce the interdependence of groups, and the establishment of
regional autonomy and federalism are important confidence-building measures
that, by promoting the rights and positions of minority groups, mitigate the
strategic dilemmas that produce violence.

International intervention may also be necessary and appropriate to protect
minorities against their worst fears, but its effectiveness is limited. 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 enforce the resulting terms. Mediation can
facilitate agreement and implementation. A key issue in all interventions,
especially in instances of external coercion, is the credibility of the international
commitment. External interventions that the warring parties fear will soon fade
may be worse than no intervention at all. There is no practical alternative to
active engagement by the international community over the long term.

This essay presents a framework for understanding the origins and manage-
ment of ethnic conflict. Focusing on the central concept of ethnic fear, we
attempt to provide a broad framework for comprehending, first, how the
various causes of ethnic conflict fit together and potentially interact and, sec-
ond, how policies can be crafted to address these causes. Moreover, while our
approach is largely “rational choice” oriented, we also seek to examine how
non-rational factors such as political myths and emotions interact with the
strategic dilemmas we highlight. We recognize that many of the ideas pre-
sented here have already appeared in the burgeoning literature on ethnic
conflict, and do not claim to be presenting an entirely novel approach, although
we note some areas of disagreement with prevailing approaches.

Our analysis proceeds in two steps. The first section examines the inter-
group and intra-group strategic dilemmas that produce ethnic violence. Build-
ing on this diagnosis, the second section discusses several ways of managing
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ethnic conflicts both before and after they become violent. We consider, first,
confidence-building measures that can be undertaken by local elites and gov-
ernments—or promoted by members of the international community—to quell
real or potential violence and, second, external interventions led by concerned
states and organizations. The concluding section highlights several policy in-
itiatives that follow from our analysis.

Strategic Interactions and the Causes of Ethnic Conflict

Most ethnic groups, most of the time, pursue their interests peacefully through
established political channels. But when ethnicity is linked with acute social
uncertainty, a history of conflict, and fear of what the future might bring, it
emerges as one of the major fault lines along which societies fracture.! Vesna
Pesi¢, a professor at the University of Belgrade and a peace activist in the
former Yugoslavia, says it well: ethnic conflict is caused by the “fear of the
future, lived through the past.”?

Collective fears of the future arise when states lose their ability to arbitrate
between groups or provide credible guarantees of protection for groups. Under
this condition, which Barry Posen refers to as “emerging anarchy,” physical
security becomes of paramount concern.> When central authority declines,
groups become fearful for their survival. They invest in and prepare for vio-
lence, and thereby make actual violence possible. State weakness, whether it
arises incrementally out of competition between groups or from extremists
actively seeking to destroy ethnic peace, is a necessary precondition for violent
ethnic conflict to erupt. State weakness helps to explain the explosion of ethnic
violence that has followed the collapse of communist regimes in Eastern
Europe and the former Soviet Union, and it has also led to violence in Liberia,
Somalia, and other African states.

State weakness may not be obvious to the ethnic groups themselves or
external observers. States that use force to repress groups, for instance, may
appear strong, but their reliance on manifest coercion rather than legitimate
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authority more accurately implies weakness. More important, groups look
beyond the present political equipoise to alternative futures when calculating
their political strategies. If plausible futures are sufficiently threatening, groups
may begin acting today as if the state were in fact weak, setting off processes,
discussed below, that bring about the disintegration of the state. Thus, even
though the state may appear strong today, concerns that it may not remain so
tomorrow may be sufficient to ignite fears of physical insecurity and a cycle of
ethnic violence. The forward-looking nature of the strategic dilemmas empha-
sized here makes the task of forecasting or anticipating ethnic conflicts espe-
cially difficult, both for the participants themselves and external actors who
would seek to manage them effectively through preventive diplomacy.

Situations of emerging anarchy and violence arise out of the strategic inter-
actions between and within groups. Between groups, three different strategic
dilemmas can cause violence to erupt: information failures, problems of cred-
ible commitment, and incentives to use force preemptively (also known as the
security dilemma). These dilemmas are the fundamental causes of ethnic
conflict. Within groups, ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs may make
blatant communal appeals and outbid moderate politicians, thereby mobilizing
members, polarizing society, and magnifying the inter-group dilemmas. “Non-
rational” factors such as emotions, historical memories, and myths can exacer-
bate the violent implications of these intra-group interactions. Together, these
inter-group and intra-group interactions combine, as we explain in this section,
to create a vicious cycle that threatens to pull multi-ethnic societies into vio-
lence.*

STRATEGIC INTERACTIONS BETWEEN GROUPS
Competition for resources typically lies at the heart of ethnic conflict. Property
rights, jobs, scholarships, educational admissions, language rights, government
contracts, and development allocations all confer benefits on individuals and
groups. All such resources are scarce and, thus, objects of competition and
occasionally struggle between individuals and, when organized, groups. In
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