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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

1. Kathleen Newland. “Ethnic Conflict and Refugees,” in Michael E. Brown, ed., Ethnic Conflict
and International Security (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 161.

2. Vesna Pesi¢, Remarks to the Institute on Global Conflict and Cooperation (IGCC) Working
Group on the International Spread and Management of Ethnic Conflict, October 1, 1994.

3. Barry R. Posen, “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” in Brown, Ethnic Conflict and
International Security, pp. 103-124. See also Jack Snyder, “Nationalism and the Crisis of the Post-
Soviet State,” in ibid., pp. 79-101.
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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

4. In this article, we are concerned mostly with internal ethnic conflict. For a discussion of
transnational ethnic conflict, and especially its international diffusion and escalation, see David A.
Lake and Donald Rothchild, eds., Ethnic Fears and Global Engagement: The International Spread and
Management of Ethnic Conflict (forthcoming).
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societies where ethnicity is an important basis for identity, group competition
often forms along ethnic lines.®

Politics matter because the state controls access to scarce resources. Individu-
als and groups that possess political power can often gain privileged access to
these goods, and thus increase their welfare.® Because the state sets the terms
of competition between groups, it becomes an object of group struggle. Accord-
ingly, the pursuit of particularistic objectives often becomes embodied in com-
peting visions of just, legitimate, and appropriate political orders.

In multi-ethnic societies, resource rivalries and the struggle to control state
policy produce competing communal interests. In Nigeria, for example, each
ethno-regional group looks to the state to favor it when distributing public
resources, producing, as Claude Ake observes, an “overpoliticization” of social
life which gravely weakens the state itself.” In Yugoslavia, Slovenians and
Croatians resented the system of federal redistribution to the poorer regions of
the country; their publics backed their leaders’ expressions of indignation,
ultimately fueling the demand for greater political autonomy.® When groups
conclude that they can improve their welfare only at the expense of others,
they become locked into competitions for scarce resources and state power.

Analytically, however, the existence of competing policy preferences is—by
itself—not sufficient for violence to arise. Observers too often fail to recognize
this important theoretical point and misattribute violence to competition over
scarce resources. Violence, after all, is costly for all communal actors: people
are killed; factories, farms, and whole cities are destroyed; resources that might
have been invested in new economic growth are diverted instead to destructive
ends. As violence, and preparing for violence, is always costly, there must exist
in principle some potential bargain short of violence that leaves both sides in
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

5. This is, of course, not true as a universal rule. Although ethnic identities are often strong, groups
can also form along class, religious, or other lines. The more politically salient ethnicity is, however,
the more likely it is that groups will organize on this basis. This is an important way in which the
between-group and within-group variables examined here interact.

6. Russell Hardin, One for All: The Logic of Group Conflict (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1995), pp. 34-37; and Milton J. Esman, Ethnic Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1994), p. 216.

7. Claude Ake, “Why Is Africa Not Developing?” West Africa, No. 3538 (June 17, 1985), p. 1213.

8. Susan Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the Cold War (Washington, D.C.:
Brookings, 1995), pp. 69-70.
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of force, and the resources that would have been expended in violence 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.'’

Despite appearances, then, competing policy preferences by themselves can-
not explain the resort to violence. 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, developing a mutually agreeable separation to avoid a potentially
violent confrontation. For negotiations to fail to bridge the demands of oppos-
ing 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 FAILURES. Because violence is costly, groups can be expected
to invest in acquiring knowledge about the preferences and capabilities of the
opposing side and bargain hard, but eventually reach an agreement short of
open conflict.!! Groups might even be expected to reveal information about
themselves to prevent violence from erupting. When individuals and groups
possess private information and incentives to misrepresent that information,
competing group interests can produce actual conflict. We refer to this as an
information failure. When information failures occur, groups cannot acquire or
share the information necessary to bridge the bargaining gap between them-
selves, making conflict possible despite its devastating effects.

Incentives to misrepresent private information exist in at least three common
circumstances. In each, 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

9. James Fearon, “Ethnic War as a Commitment Problem,” unpublished manuscript, University of
Chicago, 1993; and Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization, Vol. 49,
No. 3 (Summer 1995), pp. 379-414.

10. Moreover, a mutually preferred bargain must exist even if the resources available to groups
are declining, because violence only further reduces the resource pool relative to possible agree-
ments. For an empirical demonstration of this point, see Valerie Percival and Thomas Homer-
Dixon, Environmental Scarcity and Violent Conflict: The Case of Rwanda (Washington, D.C.: American
Association for the Advancement of Science, 1995).

11. The following two sub-sections draw heavily upon Fearon, “Ethnic War as a Commitment
Problem,” and “Rationalist Explanations for War,” two of the best theoretical works on conflict
between organized groups.



Containing Fear | 47

exaggerating their strengths, minimizing their weaknesses, and mis-stating
their preferences, groups seek to achieve more favorable divisions of resources.
Through such bluffs, however, they increase the risk that negotiations will fail
and conflicts arise.'

Second, groups may be truly aggressive but do not want to be branded as
such. They may seek to minimize internal opposition, or to insulate themselves
from repercussions in the broader international community. Although typically
only minimal sanctions are imposed by other states, most groups seek to avoid
the label of an aggressor or violator of international norms and the political
isolation that such a classification can carry.

Finally, in conflicts where the groups are simultaneously negotiating and
preparing for ethnic war, any attempt to facilitate compromise by having each
side explain how it plans to win on the battlefield will seriously compromise
the likelihood that it will win should war occur. Thus, groups cannot reveal
their strategies or derive accurate predictions of their likely success. Paradoxi-
cally, each party is bound by its own self-interest to withhold the information
crucial to bringing about an agreement. Concerned that private information
they provide on how they intend to protect themselves or attack others will
redound to their disadvantage, groups may refrain from revealing the infor-
mation necessary to forge a mutually satisfactory compromise.’

Information failures are possible whenever two or more ethnic groups com-
pete within the political arena. Groups always possess private information and,
as these three circumstances suggest, often possess incentives to misrepresent
that information. Information failures are thus ubiquitous in ethnic relations.
In multi-ethnic societies, states can often communicate and arbitrate success-
fully between groups and thereby help preclude and resolve information fail-
ures. Indeed, communication and arbitration can be understood as two of the
primary functions of the state. When effective, states create incentives and a
sense of security that allow groups to express their desires and articulate their
political aspirations and strategies. Not only do ethnic leaders respond to
sidepayments offered by state elites, but—in seeking to curry favor—they are
more prepared to provide private information to a ”third party” than they are

12. In game-theoretic terms, actors will choose to bluff depending upon 1) the beliefs each actor
holds about the other’s “type” (i.e., the actor is more likely to bluff if it believes the other is “weak”
and the second actor believes the first is “strong”) and 2) the relative benefits (payoff) and costs
(signal) of successful bluffing, unsuccessful bluffing, and not bluffing (i.e., the higher the payoff
from success and the smaller the cost of the signal, the more likely the actor is to bluff).

13. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” p. 400.
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to an adversary.!* As the state weakens, however, information failures become
more acute and violence more likely. If one group believes that the other is
withholding information, it too may begin to hold back crucial data or antici-
pate the failure of negotiations. Groups become suspicious of the intentions of
others, and may begin to fear the worst. In this way, information failures and
even the anticipation of such failures may drive groups to actions that under-
mine the ability of the state to maintain social peace. When this occurs, even
previously effective 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 cut two ways. On the one hand, all policy differences
can be bridged—at least in theory—if the alternative is a costly conflict. Even
cultural symbols and practices central to a people’s conception of itself as a
distinct ethnic group may be negotiable if the known alternative is the outright
destruction of the group. On the other hand, strategic incentives to misrepre-
sent private information are a primary impediment to peaceful compromise,
and these incentives may be present in a wide range of circumstances. Thus,
careful mediation by third parties who can probe the true preferences of groups
and communicate them to relevant others is important for creating and main-
taining cooperative ethnic relations. States able to arbitrate between groups are
normally the preferred instrument to this end, but sometimes they too fall
victim to the information failures they are designed, in part, to prevent. When
this occurs, mediation by outside parties may be required.

PROBLEMS OF CREDIBLE COMMITMENT. Ethnic conflicts also arise because
groups cannot credibly commit themselves to uphold mutually beneficial
agreements they might reach.”® In other words, at least one group cannot
effectively reassure the other that it will not renege on an agreement and exploit
it at some future date. As exploitation can be very costly—up to and including
the organized killing of one group by another—groups may prefer to absorb
even high costs of war today to avoid being exploited tomorrow.

14. We recognize, of course, that the state is not always a neutral third party in domestic disputes,
but this simply indicates that the state has already forfeited at least in part the ability to perform
this function.

15. Fearon, “Ethnic War as a Commitment Problem”; and Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for
War”; Hardin, One for All, p. 143; and Barry R. Weingast, “Constructing Trust: The Political and
Economic Roots of Ethnic and Regional Conflict,” unpublished manuscript, Stanford University,
1995.
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Stable ethnic relations can be understood as based upon a “contract” be-
tween groups.’® Such contracts specify, among other things, the rights and
responsibilities, political privileges, and access to resources of each group.
These contracts may be formal constitutional agreements or simply informal
understandings between elites. Whatever their form, ethnic contracts channel
politics in peaceful directions.

Most importantly, ethnic contracts contain “safeguards” designed to render
the agreement self-enforcing. They contain provisions or mechanisms to ensure
that each side lives up to its commitments and feels secure that the other will
do so as well. Typical safeguards include, first, power-sharing arrangements,
electoral rules, or group vetoes that prevent one ethnic group from setting
government policy unilaterally;!” second, minority control over critical eco-
nomic assets, as with the whites in South Africa or Chinese in Malaysia;'® and
third, as was found in Croatia before the breakup of Yugoslavia, maintenance
of ethnic balance within the military or police forces to guarantee that one
group will not be able to use overwhelming organized violence against the
other.!” These political checks and balances serve to stabilize group relations
and ensure that no group can be exploited by the other. In Barry R. Weingast’s
words, “reciprocal trust can be induced by institutions.”?

16. 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 Oliver Williamson, The Economic Institu-
tions of Capitalism: Firms, Markets, and Relational Contracting (New York: Free Press, 1985); for an
application to inter-state relations, see David A. Lake, “Anarchy, Hierarchy, and the Variety of
International Relations,” International Organization, Vol. 50, No. 1 (Winter 1996), pp. 1-33.

17. Arend Lijphart, The Politics of Accommodation: Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967); Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); Timothy D. Sisk, Democratization in South Africa:
The Elusive Social Contract (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995); and Weingast, “Con-
structing Trust.”

18. Heribert Adam and Kogila Moodley, “South Africa: The Opening of the Apartheid Mind,” in
John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary, eds., The Politics of Ethnic Conflict Regulation (New York:
Routledge, 1993), pp. 226-250.

19. Misha Glenny, The Fall of Yugoslavia (New York: Penguin Books, 1992); and Hardin, One for All,
pp. 58 and 159.

20. Weingast, “Constructing Trust,” p. 15. Aleksa Djilas, “Fear thy Neighbor: The Breakup of
Yugoslavia,” in Charles A. Kupchan, ed., Nationalism and Nationalities in the New Europe (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1995), p. 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 relations among the republics. In “Constructing Trust,” on
the other hand, Weingast credits Yugoslav President Josip Broz Tito for constructing a set of veto
mechanisms institutionalizing trust among the groups.
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The terms of the ethnic contract reflect the balance of political power between
the groups and their beliefs about the intentions and likely behaviors of one
another. Safeguards are crafted to respond to the specific circumstances of each
set of groups. However, ethnic contracts can be undermined and problems of
credible commitment created by changes in either the ethnic balance of power
or the beliefs of groups about others. These changes and their implications are
captured in two separate but related models, one by James Fearon that focuses
on the balance of political power between groups and one by Weingast that
emphasizes beliefs.?!

The political power of groups is determined by demography, the resources
available to each group, and their capacity to organize effectively.”> More
powerful groups have a larger say in setting the terms of the contract. However,
for the less powerful group to agree voluntarily to enter and abide by the
contract, its interests must also be addressed, including its concern that the
more powerful group will try to exploit it and alter the terms of the contract
at some future date. Indeed, it is the minority, fearful of future exploitation and
violence, that ultimately determines the viability of any existing ethnic contract.
When the balance of ethnic power remains stable—and is expected to remain
stable—well-crafted contracts enable ethnic groups to avoid conflict despite
their differing policy preferences.

However, the ethnic balance of power does evolve over time. As in Lebanon,
disparities in population growth rates will eventually alter the balance between
groups. Differing access to resources may increase prosperity for some groups
and poverty for others, also shifting the ethnic balance. When multi-ethnic
polities fragment, as in Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union, the relevant
political space alters rapidly and the various ethnic groups that once counted
their numbers on a national scale must now calculate their kin in terms of the
new, smaller territorial units, and may find themselves in a stronger or weaker
position. It is apprehension over the consequences of any dissolution, for
instance, that motivates Protestants in Northern Ireland to hold tenaciously
onto union with the largely Protestant United Kingdom rather than merge with
the predominantly Catholic state of Ireland. When such changes in the ethnic

21. Fearon, “Ethnic War as a Commitment Problem”; and Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for
War”; see also Fearon, “Commitment Problems and the Spread of Ethnic Conflict,” in Lake and
Rothchild, Ethnic Fears and Global Engagement. See Weingast, “Constructing Trust”; this model is
also discussed in Robert H. Bates and Barry R. Weingast, “Rationality and Interpretation: The
Politics of Transition,” paper presented to the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association, Chicago, August 31-September 3, 1995.

22. Hardin, One for All, p. 56.
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balance of power have not been anticipated, or if 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 Fearon shows, whenever the
balance of ethnic power shifts.”® As the influence of one side declines, pre-
viously enforceable ethnic contracts become unenforceable. The checks and
balances that safeguard the agreement today become insufficient tomorrow.
Even if the group that is growing stronger promises 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 declining side may choose
to fight today rather than accede to an ethnic contract that will become increas-
ingly unenforceable as time progresses.

Independent of changes in the ethnic balance of power, Weingast demon-
strates that if information is incomplete 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.?*
If a group believes that there is even a small chance that it may become a target
of a genocidal attack, it may choose conflict over compromise and the risk of
future destruction. To provoke conflict, one group need not believe that the
other really is aggressive, only fear that it might be. With incomplete informa-
tion, even small changes in beliefs about the intentions of the other group can
generate massive violence.

Information is costly to acquire and, as a result, there is always some uncer-
tainty about the intentions of other groups. Groups compensate for their
informational limitations by acting on the basis of prior beliefs about the likely
preferences of others (as well as the costs of resorting to violence and other
variables). These beliefs are formed through historical experience—the “past,”
in Pesi¢’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 always incomplete and groups
are forever uncertain about each other’s purposes. Conflict, then, always re-
mains possible in ethnic interactions.

Problems of credible commitment in ethnic relations are universal. Con-
cerned that the balance of power may tip against them or that the other may

23. Fearon, “Ethnic War as a Commitment Problem.”

24. Weingast, “Constructing Trust”; and Bates and Weingast, “Rationality and Interpretation.” The
term “beliefs” is used here in its game-theoretic sense to refer to the conditional probability of an
actor holding one set of preferences (intentions, in the text; payoffs from a game, more formally)
rather than another. Actors form beliefs subjectively, largely on the basis of past interactions.
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have hostile intentions, groups worry that agreements made today will not be
honored tomorrow. Effective states can help to mitigate these problems of
credible commitment by enforcing existing ethnic contracts. When the future
risk of exploitation is high, however, current relations and the state itself can
quickly unravel. Fearful of the future, weaker groups may resort to preemptive
violence today to secure their position in times to come. When this happens,
outside peacekeepers or peace enforcers with sufficient military capabilities
and political will may be the only way to ensure ethnic peace.

THE SECURITY DILEMMA. Posen has recently extended the concept of the se-
curity dilemma, first developed in international relations, to the study of ethnic
conflict. In the broadest sense of the concept, the security dilemma is under-
stood to follow axiomatically from anarchy. Under anarchy, states are depend-
ent upon self-help for their security and must therefore maintain and perhaps
expand their military capabilities. This can threaten others, who react by main-
taining and expanding their capabilities, creating a spiral of arms-racing and
hostility. The dilemma follows from the inability of the two sides to observe
each other’s intentions directly; if each party knew the other was arming
strictly for defensive purposes, the potential spiral would be cut short. But
because states cannot know the intentions of others with certainty, in Posen’s
words, “what one does to enhance one’s own security causes reactions that, in
the end, can make one less secure.”?

Understood in this broad way, however, the security dilemma more accu-
rately rests on the information failures and problems of credible commitment
just discussed. It is the inability both to know with certainty the intentions and
abilities of others and to commit credibly not to arm for offensive purposes
that drives the spiral. The unique analytic core of the security dilemma lies in
situations where one or more disputing parties have incentives to resort to
preemptive uses of force. We use the term here to refer to these specific
incentives.?® As Robert Jervis observes, incentives to preempt arise when offen-
sive military technologies and strategies dominate more defensive postures,
and thus the side that attacks first reaps a military advantage.?” The offense is
likely to dominate when there are significant military benefits from surprise

25. Posen, “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” p. 104.

26. We recognize that some readers may prefer the broader use of the term “security dilemma.”
We believe that the distinctions between information failures, problems of credible commitment,
and incentives to use force preemptively are useful and important, and we see no reasor to use a
less precise catchall term when more precise and analytically refined definitions are available.
27. Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Janu-
ary 1978), pp. 167-213. See also George H. Quester, Offense and Defense in the International System
(New York: John Wiley, 1977).
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and mobility. Geography will also matter, because some kinds of terrain (such
as mountainous areas) and settlement patterns (such as exclusive ethnic zones)
are easier to defend than others.?® When the offense dominates, even status quo
groups (and states), it follows, may be tempted to launch preemptive strikes
to avoid a possibly even worse fate.

When incentives to use force preemptively are strong, the security dilemma
takes hold and works its pernicious effects. Fearful that the other might
preempt, a group has an incentive to strike first and negotiate later. In ethnic
relations, as in international relations, when there are significant advantages to
preemption, a cycle 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 har-
mony in the search for group security.

STRATEGIC INTERACTIONS WITHIN GROUPS
As we have just shown, strategic interactions between groups create the unsta-
ble social foundations from which ethnic conflict arises. Information failures,
problems of credible commitment, and the security dilemma demonstrate that
even when groups mean well and calculate the costs and benefits of alterna-
tives realistically, conflict can still erupt. Even in “the best of all possible
worlds,” these strategic dilemmas can produce violent conflict.

Under conditions of actual or potential state weakness, and as the strategic
dilemmas described above begin to take hold, two catalysts—ethnic activists
and political entrepreneurs—can produce rapid and profound polarization
within a multi-ethnic society. Social polarization, in turn, magnifies the strategic
dilemmas and potential for conflict described above. As we explain in this
section, political memories, myths, and emotions also magnify the polarizing
effects of activists and entrepreneurs, further accelerating the vicious cycle of
ethnic fear and violence.

All individuals desire to belong to groups, but the strength of this desire
differs.?’ In a model of “ethnic dissimilation,” Timur Kuran demonstrates that
ethnic activists—individuals with especially strong needs to identify with eth-
nic kin—can manipulate such desires to produce a process of social polariza-
tion that is rapid, apparently spontaneous, and essentially unpredictable.*’ By
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persuading others to increase their public ethnic activity in order to maintain
standing within the group, Kuran argues, ethnic activists can drive individuals
to represent falsely their true preferences. While they might prefer, for instance,
not to associate exclusively with members of their own group, individuals are
pressed by activists and the social pressures they spawn to alter their behavior
in a more “ethnic” direction. In this way, Kuran finds, ethnic activists can cause
previously integrated communities to separate along ethnic lines.

Political entrepreneurs—individuals who may not share the beliefs of ex-
tremists but who seek political office and power—may reflect the polarization
of societies and, through their actions, propel this process further. Ethnicity
often provides a key marker for self-aggrandizing politicians seeking to build
constituencies for attaining or maintaining political power.?! Politicians in the
middle of the political spectrum or those who court ethnically heterogeneous
constituencies are vulnerable, in turn, to political extremists seeking to draw
electoral support from only a more ethnically homogeneous and possibly more
militant constituency. When faced with the threat of such challenges, even
centrist politicians can be driven to embrace a more “ethnic” position and
defend communal interests more vigorously, a phenomenon often referred to
as ethnic outbidding.3 Political entrepreneurs can also reinforce processes of
social polarization. Like activists, they can highlight and legitimate ethnic
associations and affinities and raise the political saliency of ethnicity. In framing
issues for the public, moreover, political entrepreneurs can exaggerate the
hostility of others and magnify the likelihood of conflict—thereby distorting
public debate and images of other groups and driving co-ethnics toward them
for power and support. President Slobodan MiloSevi¢’s control over the media
in Serbia, for instance, allowed him to present a one-sided view of Croat
violence toward Croatian Serbs.? In short, political entrepreneurs both reflect
and stimulate ethnic fears for their own aggrandizement.

Many analysts mistakenly focus on social polarization and the role of ethnic
activists and political entrepreneurs in fomenting violence as the primary if not
sole cause of ethnic conflict. Empirically, it is important to note that social
polarization by itself does not necessarily lead to violence; Belgium provides
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a particularly salient example of a polarized society that manages to conduct
politics on a peaceful if not necessarily always harmonious basis, partly be-
cause the state remains robust enough to prevent significant information fail-
ures, problems of credible commitment, and security dilemmas from arising.
Ethnic extremists, in turn, are nearly always present, and they can be expected
to become prominent whenever at least one of the strategic dilemmas above is
initiated. Analytically, ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs are as much
a product as a producer of ethnic fears and are dependent for their “success”
upon the underlying strategic dilemmas. Nonetheless, they do play an impor-
tant role in exacerbating ethnic tensions and propelling societies along the road
to violence.

The polarization of society is also magnified by such “non-rational” factors
as political memories and myths, on the one hand, and emotions, on the other.
Political memories and myths can lead groups to form distorted images of
others and see others as more hostile and aggressive than they really are. Such
myths are often rooted in actual events, and probably could not be long
sustained absent a historical basis. Yet, historical events can, over time, evolve
into legends that justify the superiority of one group over another, stimulate
desires for retribution, or sustain group hatreds. In Africa, following decoloni-
zation as well as in the contemporary period, political memories of past conflict
have directly contributed to violent encounters, even instances of genocide.>*
In Eastern Europe, political memories and myths have both defined the groups
themselves and stimulated acute fears of mutual exploitation. The Croats and
Serbs, formerly citizens within the same state and now enemies, have both used
history and religion to support a view of the other as a tight ethnic bloc
determined on a destructive course and therefore deserving of pitiless retali-
ation.

Emotions may also cause individuals and groups to act in exaggerated or
potentially “irrational” ways that magnify the chances of conflict. Many ana-
lysts point to a deep psychological—perhaps even physiological—need for
humans to belong to a group.® In the process of drawing distinctions, however,
individuals often overstate the goodness of their own group while simultane-
ously vilifying others. Where such emotional biases exist, groups are likely to
interpret the demands of others as outrageous, while seeing their own as
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moderate and reasonable; to view the other as inherently untrustworthy, while
believing themselves to be reliable; to insist upon adequate safeguards against
the possible 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 deceptive, while they are being open and
honest; and so on.

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 1972.3 Similarly, in Chechnya, when very
disparate interests felt threatened by Russian power, they overcame their dif-
ferences and made common cause in the face of Russian intervention.

Together, strategic interactions between and within groups can produce
environments of fear in which ethnic tensions and conflicts can grow. As Pesi¢
recognizes, it is the future that threatens, but the future is interpreted through
the past. While each strategic dilemma alone is sufficient to produce and
explain the outbreak of ethnic conflict, they almost always occur simultane-
ously. Ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs can polarize societies, exac-
erbating these 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 potential violence.

The Management of Ethnic Conflict

Effective management of ethnic conflicts by local elites and governments and
by external states and organizations must reassure minority groups of their
physical and cultural safety. To foster stability and constructive ethnic relations,
the rights and position of the minority must be secured. Confidence-building
measures undertaken by local elites are the most effective instrument to this
end, and we discuss these first. In light of group fears and individual ambi-
tions, however, international intervention may be necessary and appropriate
either to support local leaders in their confidence-building efforts or to enforce
new, externally imposed ethnic contracts. Even so, confidence-building meas-
ures and international interventions are imperfect. Unlike other, more optimis-
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tic observers, we see no permanent resolutions, only temporary “fixes.” In the
end, ethnic groups are left without reliable safety nets. There is no form of
insurance sufficient to protect against the dilemmas that produce collective
fears and violence. We can only hope to contain ethnic fears, not permanently
eliminate them.

CONFIDENCE-BUILDING MEASURES

Confidence-building measures seek to reassure ethnic peoples about their fu-
ture. To overcome minority fears, confidence-building measures must be ap-
propriate 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.“* Such safeguards, if handled sensitively over the years, may be
able to cope with the central problems of sharing private information and
making credible commitments. There are four major trust-building mecha-
nisms for helping ethnic minorities deal with perceived insecurity.

DEMONSTRATIONS OF 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 legitimate interests, relations are likely to be marred by
a history of intended or unintended affronts that widen the social distance
between groups and exacerbate fears among ethnic minorities that their chil-
dren will be relegated indefinitely to second-class status.

Relations in Bosnia, worsened by polarization and increasingly hostile per-
ceptions, have been further aggravated by the contempt Serbs have shown their
Muslim adversaries. Describing themselves as the only people in former Yugo-
slavia “who have the talent, energy, experience, and tradition to form a state,”
they characterize their adversaries as representing “all that is base, undesirable,
and naturally subordinate.“% In the Sudan, southerners with strong memories
of slavery and perceptions of low status bridle at any new evidence of disre-
spect. Thus, they viewed the Sudanese government’s decision to apply Islamic
(Shari’a) law to them as well as to the Muslims living in the country’s north as
a confirmation of their second-class status.* Their resentment boiled over in
1994, when the minister of state in the president’s office, at the mediation talks
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in Nairobi held by the Inter-Governmental Authority on Drought and Devel-
opment (IGADD), allegedly treated both the southerners and the IGADD
mediators with contempt when rejecting the southerners’ call for self-determi-
nation and a secular state.*’

The fears of ethnic minorities may often 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
demands for legal guarantees. The majorities, fearful that this will start them
down the slippery slope toward the breakup of their states, refuse to consent
to these demands.*! But to build confidence it is imperative that dominant state
elites take minority ethnic resentments and anxieties into account. Those in-
volved in the management of ethnic disputes can learn much from C.E. Os-
good’s Graduated and Reciprocated Initiatives in Tension Reduction (GRIT)
strategy for easing conflict between the superpowers during the Cold War.*
His suggested approach of repeated overtures 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 interactions, internal negotiations will remain clouded by
an overhang of bitterness and suspicion; minority uncertainty regarding adver-
sary intentions will then contribute to serious conflicts.

POWER-SHARING. Conflict management requires an effort by the state to
build representative ruling coalitions. In conceding to ethnic minority leaders
and activists a proportionate share of cabinet, civil service, military, and high
party positions, the state voluntarily reaches out to include minority repre-
sentatives in public affairs, thereby offering the group as a whole an important
incentive for cooperation. In South Africa, for example, President Nelson Man-
dela agreed to include power-sharing provisions in the interim constitution in
an effort to reconcile the economically dominant local white community as well
as to build confidence among mostly white investors abroad. Significantly, this
concession was withdrawn in 1996 with the enactment of a new majority rule
constitution. National Party leader EW. de Klerk was quick to describe the
ending of multiparty participation in cabinet decision-making as a “mistake”
that would cause a loss of confidence in the country.*®
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