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 Preface

In 1994, when the first edition of Ethnic Conflict in World Politics was published, it seemed that the world was being overwhelmed by a tide of deadly ethnic conflicts. Book titles warned of “conflicts unending” and “pandemonium.”a In 2002, more than a decade after the Cold War ended, less than a dozen ethnic wars are being waged compared with more than thirty in the early 1990s. International refugees in need of assistance have declined from about 25 million to 15 million. During the same period many new multiethnic democracies have been consolidated. International doctrine and practices for containing deadly ethnic conflict have evolved. The UN, regional organizations in Europe and Africa, and major powers have become more proactive in responding to ethnic quarrels. The net effect has been not to put an end to ethnic conflict but rather to contain some of its worst consequences and to channel the political energies of mobilized ethnic groups into conventional politics.

This edition points out the continuing challenges faced by multiethnic societies but gives closer attention to the evolution of more effective domestic and international policies for containing ethnic violence and repression. The challenge at the beginning of the twenty-first century is not whether the state system will disintegrate along ethnic or religious lines. Its capacity for adaptation and survival has been demonstrated by developments of the last decade. The question is how well civil societies, states, and the international system will respond to new ethnic and religious challenges.

The first chapter discusses the origins of ethnic conflict and traces some of its major implications for the international system. In Chapter 2, we identify the main types of politically active ethnic groups, discuss their grievances and political strategies, and summarize the historical processes that explain why they have been and continue to be important actors in domestic and international politics.

Chapters 3 and 4 sketch the historical background and conflicts of four peoples. The Kurds in the Middle East and the Miskito Indians of Central America, the subjects of Chapter 3, are examples of groups whose members have a strong sense of communal interest and identity they want to protect by gaining political independence or autonomy. We chose to analyze the Kurds for two reasons. First, their nationalist aspirations continue to be a major challenge to regional stability in the Middle East. Second, Iraqi attacks on the Kurds in 1991 led to a precedent-setting collective response: The United Nations authorized for the first time the use of force to establish a protected zone for victimized people in a sovereign state. Since that time, the Iraqi Kurds have developed an increasingly effective regional government and economy and, with international encouragement, have begun to bridge the factional rivalries that have crippled past efforts at Kurdish unity. The Miskitos are not nationalists, nor have they suffered to the extent of the Kurds. Like most indigenous peoples, the Miskitos are mainly concerned with protecting their traditional way of life, land, and resources. We selected them because unlike most other indigenous peoples, they rebelled against the Nicaraguan government in the 1970s, taking advantage of the U.S.-backed Contra war against the Sandinistas to secure greater autonomy. Autonomy during the 1990s did not bring them as many gains as they had hoped, mainly because of lack of development and renewed efforts by the impoverished Nicaraguan state to exploit natural resources supposedly under the control of the autonomous government.

The Chinese in Malaysia and the Turkish immigrants in Germany, described in Chapter 4, have been concerned mainly with protecting and improving their status in multiethnic societies. The low status and limited citizenship rights of Turks in Germany typify the situation of many immigrants from poorer countries to developed Western societies. During the last decade their status has significantly improved, as we show. We are particularly interested in the Chinese in Malaysia because despite a history of insurgency in the 1950s and victimization in racial rioting in the 1960s, they have secured a limited power-sharing role in a modernizing Asian state. But multiethnic democracy in Malaysia has a clouded future: increasingly autocratic leadership, growing Islamist sentiment, and economic uncertainty.

Chapter 5 begins with a review of some social science approaches to explaining communal conflict; we then propose a theoretical framework for analyzing the ways internal and international conditions lead ethnic groups into open conflict with states. This framework has been developed and used by the first author in undergraduate courses. It takes a scientific approach, one that emphasizes precision and objectivity, which some  readers may not find congenial. In her experience it is pedagogically successful because it identifies for students the broad range of factors that need to be taken into account in case studies and helps overcome students’ tendency to let preconceptions guide their selection and interpretation of evidence on value-laden topics.

The framework is used in Chapters 6 and 7 to compare the status and mobilization of the four groups and to assess some of the consequences of ethnic mobilization and international engagement. This leads us into a discussion of important policy issues such as how democracy affects ethnic conflict and whether countries’ international economic and political status affects their treatment of minorities.

The eruption of new ethnic conflicts at the end of the Cold War and the persistence of old ones posed major legal, political, and humanitarian challenges to the international system. These challenges are identified in Chapter 1; international responses to them are the subjects of the last two chapters. The changing status of ethnic groups in international law and the evolving doctrine of humanitarian intervention are examined in Chapter 8. We argue in Chapter 9 that an increasingly effective set of national and international policies for containing conflict in ethnic conflicts emerged during the 1990s. These policies are largely responsible for the improving status of many ethnic groups and the diminution of ethnic wars.

The first author is principally responsible for Chapters 1 and 8, which are substantially new, and for revisions of chapters 5 and 7. The second author prepared the new concluding chapter 9, and revised Chapters 2, 3, and 6. Both authors worked on the revisions of Chapter 4. We have both read and commented extensively on one another’s sections. This book is, in other words, a fully collaborative effort.

We acknowledge with thanks those who have contributed to this revision. Michael Johns, coordinator of the Minorities at Risk Project at the University of Maryland’s Center for International Development and Conflict Management (CIDCM), prepared the appendix of current ethnic conflicts. Current and former doctoral students at the University of Maryland who helped us update source materials include Dr. Jonathan Fox, Dr. Pamela L. Martin, Deepa Khosla, and David Quinn. Michael Johns and Dr. Monty G. Marshall of CIDCM prepared the new figures. Barbara Harff thanks the U.S. Naval Academy for giving her a semester’s sabbatical leave to pursue this project. We are especially thankful to Prof. Scott Pegg of Bilkent University for his detailed and helpful comments on the first edition.

Barbara Harff

Ted Robert Gurr
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 Ethnopolitical Conflict and the Changing World Order

Protracted conflicts over the rights and demands of ethnic and religious groups have caused more misery and loss of human life than has any other type of local, regional, and international conflict since the end of World War II. They are also the source of most of the world’s refugees. In 2002 about two-thirds of the world’s 15 million international refugees were fleeing from ethnopolitical conflict and repression. At least twice as many others have been internally displaced by force and famine. At the beginning of the new millennium millions of people in impoverished countries are in need of assistance, hundreds of thousands of desperate emigrants from conflict-ridden states are knocking at the doors of Western countries, and, to make things worse, donor fatigue among rich states threatens to perpetuate inequalities and misery.

Ethnopolitical conflicts are here to stay. Figure 1.1 shows that the number of countries with major ethnic wars increased steadily from a handful in the early 1950s to thirty-one countries in the early 1990s. We also know that between the mid-1950s and 1990 the magnitude of all ethnopolitical conflicts increased nearly fourfold—an astonishing increase in light of what was hoped for in the aftermath World War II.

The Holocaust should have enlightened us about what ethnic and religious hatred can do when used by unscrupulous leaders armed with exclusionary ideologies. Many people hoped that with the end of colonialism we could look forward to a better world in which nation-states would guarantee and protect the basic freedoms of their peoples. When the United Nations came into existence, were we wrong to believe that a new world order would emerge, one in which minimum standards of global justice would be observed and violators be punished? Is it still possible that a civil society will emerge in which citizens eschew narrow ethnic interests in favor of global issues?

Instead we have witnessed more genocides and mass slaughters, an increase in ethnic consciousness leading to deadly ethnic conflicts, and religious fanaticism justifying the killing of innocent civilians in faraway  lands. Some progress has been made to check ethnic wars since the mid-1990s, but we badly need more innovative ideas about how to fight the scourges that plague mankind. To top it off, the international political will to act has been waning in the wake of Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda, Liberia, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and other conflicts that need international attention. There is also the risk that, in the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York, the Western “war on terrorism” will divert international attention away from enduring problems.
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FIGURE 1.1 Numbers and proportions of countries with major ethnic wars, 1946–2001

So why write a book about ethnic conflict? This is what we hope for: If we understand the factors that contribute to the onset of ethnic conflicts, we may be able to suggest ways to stop escalation and find solutions by peaceful political means. We have ample evidence that deadly ethnic conflicts are not inevitable and can be contained or deterred, often without using force or the involvement of major powers. We hope that this book helps to further knowledge about ethnic conflicts and provides some guidelines about how to prevent, deter, or stop escalation.




DEFINING AND MAPPING THE WORLD OF ETHNIC GROUPS 

Ethnic groups like the Kurds, Miskitos of Central America, and the Turks in Germany are “psychological communities” whose members share a persisting sense of common interest and identity that is based on some combination of shared historical experience and valued cultural traits—beliefs, language, ways of life, a common homeland. They are often called identity groups. A few, like the Koreans and the Icelanders, have their own internationally recognized state or states. Most, however, do not have such recognition, and they must protect their identity and interests within existing states.

Some religious groups resemble ethnic groups insofar as they have a strong sense of identity based on culture, belief, and a shared history of discrimination. Examples are Jews and the various sects of Shi’i Islam. Politically active religious groups, such as offshoots of the Muslim Brotherhood, are motivated by grievances similar to ethnic groups.

Many ethnic groups coexist amicably with others within the boundaries of established states. The Swedish minority in Finland, for example, has its own cultural and local political institutions, which are guaranteed by a 1921 international agreement between Sweden and Finland. For eighty years the Swedish minority has had no serious disputes with the Finnish people or government. Since the 1960s the Netherlands has welcomed many immigrants from the Third World with relatively little of the social tension or discrimination aimed at immigrants in Britain, France, and Germany. Even in these tolerant countries the explosive growth of asylum seekers has led to some antiforeign political movements and xenophobic attacks.

If peaceful relations prevail among peoples for a long time, their separate identities may eventually weaken. For example, Irish-Americans were a distinctive minority in mid-nineteenth-century North America because of their immigrant origins, their concentration in poor neighborhoods and low-status occupations, and the deep-rooted prejudice most Anglo-Americans had toward them. After a century of upward mobility and political incorporation, Irish descent has little political or economic significance in Canada or the United States, although many Irish-Americans still honor their cultural origins.

The ethnic groups whose status is of greatest concern in international politics today are those that are the targets of discrimination and that have organized to take political action to promote or defend their interests. Arecent study, directed by the second author, surveys politically active national peoples and ethnic minorities throughout the world. As of 2001, the project has identified and profiled 275 sizable groups that have been targets of discrimination or are organized for political assertiveness or both.1   Most larger countries have at least one such ethnic group, and in a few countries like South Africa and Bolivia, they comprise half or more of the population. Taken together the groups involve more than 1 billion people, or a sixth of the world’s population. Figure 1.2 shows how these groups were distributed among the regions of the world in 2001. When the Soviet Union dissolved into fifteen independent republics at the end of 1991, the political demands of ethnonationalists like the Latvians, Ukrainians, and Armenians were met. Since then, however, at least thirty additional ethnic groups in the new republics have made new political demands.
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FIGURE 1.2 Politically active ethnic groups by region, 2001

The Minorities at Risk survey shows that about 80 percent of the politically active ethnic groups in the 1990s were disadvantaged because of historical or contemporary discrimination. Forty percent of these groups (111 out of 275) surveyed face discriminatory policies and practices harmful to their material well-being. For example, almost all indigenous peoples in the Americas have high infant mortality rates due in part to limited preand post-natal health care; Tamil youth in Sri Lanka have long been discriminated against by university admission policies that favor the majority Sinhalese. The survey also identified 135 minorities subjected to contemporary political discrimination. For example, Turkish governments  have repeatedly banned and restricted political parties that sought to represent Kurdish interests; in Brazil people of African descent make up more than 40 percent of the country’s population but hold less than 5 percent of seats in the national congress. Cultural restrictions also have been imposed on at least 116 minorities. Muslim girls attending French secondary schools have been expelled for wearing head scarves; principals of Hungarian-language schools in Slovakia have been dismissed for not speaking Slovak at Hungarian teachers’ meetings. Such restrictions may seem petty but symbolically their effects can be a painful and enduring reminder that the dominant society disvalues a minority’s culture.

Ethnic groups that are treated unequally resent and usually attempt to improve their condition. Three-quarters of the groups in the survey were politically active in the 1990s. They did not necessarily use violence, however. On the contrary, most ethnic groups with a political agenda use the strategies and tactics of interest groups and social movements, especially if they live in democratic states. Figure 1.3 shows the highest level of political action among minorities in 1995. One-quarter were politically inactive (some of them had a history of intense activism), half were mobilizing for or carrying out political action, and only one-quarter used violent strategies of small-scale rebellion (including terrorism) or large-scale rebellion. The latter include the most serious and enduring of all conflicts within states, including ethnic wars between Hutus and Tutsis in Burundi and Rwanda, civil wars by southerners in Sudan and Muslim Kashmiris in India, and wars of independence by Kurds in Turkey and Iraq and by Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank.


Figure 1.3 also shows the relative frequency of different kinds of political action among world regions. The highest level of mobilization in 1995 was in Latin America—mainly among indigenous peoples. Ethnic rebellions were uncommon in Europe and the Americas and when they did occur were mainly terrorist campaigns. Rebellions were much more numerous in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. The Appendix lists forty-six of the most serious contemporary ethnic conflicts, including some nonviolent conflicts that are potentially disruptive.




THE CHANGING GLOBAL SYSTEM AND ETHNIC CONFLICT 

Ethnic conflict is not solely or even mainly a consequence of domestic politics. The potential for ethnic conflict, the issues at stake, and even the lines of cleavage between contending groups have been shaped and reshaped by international factors. In this section we introduce three general issues to which we return later, especially in Chapters 8 and 9—the tension between the state system and ethnic identities, the impact the end of  the Cold War has had on conflicts among nations and peoples, and the changing nature of international responses to ethnic conflict.
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FIGURE 1.3 Strategies of political action used by ethnopolitical minorities in 1995


States or Peoples? 

Historically, ethnic groups, nations, states, empires, and other forms of large-scale social organization—for example, Islam and Christendom—have coexisted, but since the seventeenth century the dominant form of social organization has been the state system—the organization of the world’s people into a system of independent and territorial states, some of which controlled overseas colonial empires.

Despite attempts to change the existing world order by insisting that the state was obsolete, as Marxists proclaimed, the state remains the key actor in international relations. Key, because the state at the very minimum controls the principal means of coercion. Ethnic groups rarely are equal in terms of power, legitimacy, or economic resources. But it is wrong to suggest that the state is a single monolithic enterprise. Instead, we may want to think of the state as a recognized territorial entity in flux. It is one thing to think of England as an established state since the Middle Ages, yet Germany in something like its present form has existed only since 1870. The new states that emerged in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa following the demise of empires were often just creations of the former colonizers, endowed with neither historical nor cultural continuity,  nor boundaries that recognized the living space of ethnic groups. Thus for example, we have states such as Burundi and Rwanda in both of which a Tutsi minority rules a Hutu majority, which led to major conflicts and postindependence genocidal killings in both countries.

Some would argue that certain states should have no independent existence, either because the notion of territory was not part of their people’s culture or because they would be better off within the boundaries of established states. Indeed, one could ask how viable, necessary, or rational is the division of the Arabian peninsula into many sheikdoms, some of which have emerged as independent states only since the 1960s. But, what are the alternatives? In tribal communities, local loyalties were very well developed, but rarely extended beyond the narrow boundaries of family or clan, thus leaving local communities at the mercy of would-be conquerors and usurpers. Necessity may have been the force that unified some warring tribes, laws and coercion are the means that have kept them together.

We do not intend to cover in any comprehensive fashion the historical development of the state system but instead offer a brief glimpse into what led to its emergence and what factors may lead to the demise of some existing states.

On the one side, states act independently of their constituent parts, such as peoples and institutions. After all, we talk about the economic viability or capabilities of states, not of the people who reside within the state. Today most states control capital through either public ownership or state-owned enterprises. But some theorists still see the state as passive, reacting mainly to pressures emanating from society. Though scholars disagree on the extent of cooperation and conflict between the state and society, it is still a fact that the state is a legally recognized sovereign entity in international law, endowed with rights and obligations vis-à-vis other states, groups, and its own citizens. Whatever the reasons that gave birth to specific states, the nation-state is today the primary actor in international relations. It is the state that defines, provides, and controls the public good, through regulation and institutions. It is the state that enforces the rules through coercion and punishment.

Let us apply some of these arguments to the historical situation of the Kurds, whose situation is symptomatic of many other ethnonationalists. After the demise of the Ottoman Empire following World War I, they were the largest ethnic group within the former empire without a state of their own. Instead, Kurds came to live within five other states, the largest segment of them now citizens of the new Republic of Turkey. Ever since, the Turkish government has tried through incentives, coercion, discrimination, and punishment to undermine Kurdish ethnic consciousness, hoping to deter any attempts to secede. Here the state became omnipotent, using all means at its disposal to subdue Kurdish national aspirations.

An essential question is whether or not a people have rights to a territory on which they resided for many centuries. International law today recognizes that it is inadmissible to acquire territory by waging an aggressive war, but the reality is somewhat different. International law, often invoked but seldom enforced, was used to bolster the legality of the Gulf War in 1990, ostensibly to free Kuwait from Iraqi occupation, as well as U.S. intervention in Panama and Vietnam. Israel, invoking its defensive posture in the 1967 war, holds on to territory inhabited by Palestinians for centuries. The Abkhaz in Georgia have technically won an independence war, but are not recognized by the international community of nation-states. What does this mean for the rights of groups vis-à-vis states? It means that sometimes group rights are recognized by individual states and the international community and sometimes, depending on various power constellations, they are not. However, international law can provide the justification or the means to establish claims to specific territory. Let us look briefly at the state as arbiter, problem-solving agent, or restricter or denier of the rights of collectivities.

Indeed, few states are able to unite a multitude of ethnies into a harmonious unit. Although long-established liberal democracies probably are more successful than autocracies in doing so, problems persist. Recall the situation of African-Americans prior to the Civil Rights movement and current issues ranging from outright discrimination to disenfranchisement. Consider that Native Americans are a people organized into a number of self-governing segments or “nations” within the greater American nation yet are economically and politically dependent on the United States.

One of the more heretical thoughts that comes to mind is whether the institutionalized state has a future, given the many ethnic groups that clamor for independence. The answer has to be yes, because what is it that these ethnic groups demand? They seek the right to govern their own territory, which they hope will become a sovereign, internationally recognized state. What this suggests is that the current international system may fragment into hundreds of mini-states unless ethnic demands can be satisfied within existing states. In fact more than a dozen ethnic wars were settled in the 1990s by granting autonomy to ethnonationalists within existing states. Successful settlements like these depend on the political system. Democracies are better able to accommodate ethnic demands than autocracies. But it is also true that in newly emerging democracies, ethnic demands may exceed the capacity of state structures, thus leading to failure of existing states.

The ascendance and expansion of the state system has meant that states are parties to most deadly conflicts: wars between states, civil wars within states, and genocides and political mass murders by states. But  here we find a different phenomena at work. States wage war, but people decide to make war. Here the collective can triumph over state structures. The collective will as exemplified by prevailing ideologies and political movements within the state system have dramatically influenced ethnic conflict. In the 1920s and 1930s, anti-Semitic doctrines in Germany and other European countries promoted ethnic polarization. They competed with Communist doctrine in the Soviet Union, which emphasized the common interests of all Soviet peoples and minimized the significance of ethnic and nationalist identities. In the 1940s and 1950s anti-colonialism emerged as a major form of resistance against European domination in Asia and Africa. With the help of liberation ideologies, nationalists were able to unite diverse ethnic groups in their efforts to replace colonial rule by European powers with their own independent states. And they succeeded beyond what was expected. By the early 1960s almost all European-ruled colonial territories had gained independence and become members of the state system. But the success came at a cost as tribal and ethnic consciousness soon reemerged in a number of states. Congo immediately after its independence from Belgium in 1970 and Nigeria a decade later experienced major ethnic wars. More recently we have seen a new kind of resistance to the state system that has affected every world region except Latin America: It is an accelerating wave of self-determination movements.

But there are other trends. At times throughout the twentieth century, ethnic peoples have coalesced across boundaries to join in common causes—for example, by joining pan-Islamic, pan-Arab, and indigenous peoples’ movements. In the Arab world such movements have been short-lived and have been characterized by constantly shifting coalitions. Despite paying lip service to equality of economic status, a shared religion, and the brotherhood of a common ancestry, Arabs have continued to fight fellow Arabs.

But rarely has a common ethnic or religious background been sufficient to cause peoples to subordinate the interests of states to a greater transnational identity or cause, even a limited one. This is especially true for peoples of countries with long-established boundaries who have developed identities beyond their immediate tribes and clans.

At present we witness two competing trends in human organization. At one extreme, we see a reemergence of xenophobia in long-established countries—for example, the increase in exclusive ethnic identity that motivates antiforeign excesses in Germany, France, and Great Britain. No less extreme are movements that demand ethnic purity in formerly heterogeneous federations, such as Serbian nationalism in the former Yugoslavia. At the other end of the continuum are oppressive leaders who defend existing boundaries at all costs, despite historically justified  claims by national peoples, such as Palestinians in the Middle East and Kurds in Iraq, for internal autonomy or independence. Ironically, the new elites of former Asian and African colonies share with Saddam Hussein a willingness to fight to maintain existing boundaries and states, despite arbitrarily drawn borders that accommodated European interests but ignored demographic and cultural realities.


The End of the Cold War 

The Cold War between the Soviet bloc and the U.S.-led Western alliance created, for better or worse, a sense of stability among most of the world population. Policymakers’ calculations concerning conflict outcomes could be made with greater confidence in a more rigidly ordered world. The dissolution of the global system from a loose, bipolar world into an ethnically fragmented multipolar system left in its wake a greater sense of insecurity among the leaders of the established states. This is what U.S. President Bill Clinton alluded to when he told a journalist, “I even made a crack the other day . . . ‘Gosh, I miss the Cold War.’” How does one deal with hostile warlords in Somalia and respond to ethnic and nationalist unrest in the Soviet successor states? Finding a workable framework for this new era and defining the role of the United States, Clinton added, “could take years.”2 By the end of the Clinton administration, no clear framework or consistent set of policies had emerged, though the adminstration had shifted toward more proactive engagement.

But events do not wait for policymakers to devise new frameworks. With the collapse of Soviet hegemony at the end of the Cold War, the citizens of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were freed to act upon communal rivalries with a vengeance. The demise of communism in the former Soviet Union left a political and ideological vacuum that is only gradually being filled. It was ideology that bound historically hostile peoples together; now old rivalries have reemerged, and neighbors have again become antagonists fighting for power, status, and control of adjacent territories. Communist citizens’ place in society was predictable, and their economic welfare was guaranteed at a basic level. Communism in its ideal form also instilled a sense of collective responsibility and solidarity that overcame more parochial identities. The transformation of socialist societies into predatory capitalist societies has led to a sense of alienation and isolation and an increased emphasis on narrow group interests and self-interests. This increased sense of isolation has been circumvented by a heightened ethnic awareness and, in some states, a growth in intolerance toward members of other groups.

A decade after the end of the Cold War, the ethnic landscape of postsocialist states is remarkably diverse. The Russian Federation has been  widely and justly criticized for fighting a dirty war against rebels in the breakaway republic of Chechnya. But during the 1990s it also successfully negotiated autonomy agreements with Tatarstan, Bashkiria, and some forty other regions in the Russian Federation, thus defusing a number of potentially violent conflicts. A new sense of common interest and identity is being built among most of the peoples of Russia. In East Central Europe, the civil wars that broke up the Yugoslav Federation contrast sharply with Czechoslovakia where ethnic conflict between the Czech and Slovak republics ended peacefully in a “velvet divorce” in 1993. Nationalist governments in Romania and Slovakia cracked down on their restive Hungarian minorities in the early 1990s, but the nationalists were ousted in democratic elections in the late 1990s and Hungarian politicians joined new coalition governments. And the new democratic government of Bulgaria, whose Communist regime had persecuted the country’s large Turkish Muslim minority, granted the Turks full cultural, economic, and political rights. The Roma (gypsies) are a worrisome exception to these trends toward ethnic tolerance. They are disliked and discriminated against throughout Europe, East and West.




CONTEMPORARY EXAMPLES OF ETHNOPOLITICAL CONFLICT 

Since the 1960s increasing numbers of ethnic groups have begun to demand more rights and recognition, demands that are now recognized as the major source of domestic and international conflict in the post–Cold War world. The protagonists in the most intense ethnic conflicts want to establish their autonomy or independence, as is the case with many Kurds. Other ethnic conflicts arise from efforts by subordinate groups to improve their status within the existing boundaries of a state rather than to secede from it. For example, most black South Africans wanted—and gained—majority control of state power. Turkish and other recent immigrants to Germany are worried about their security, seek greater economic opportunities, and hope to become citizens. Native peoples in the Americas want to protect what is left of their traditional lands and cultures from the corrosive influences of modern society. Here we consider some implications of both kinds of ethnic conflict.

The civil wars accompanying the dissolution of Yugoslavia into five new states show that subject people’s demands for autonomy often escalate into warfare. After Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia declared independence in summer 1991, Serbia—the dominant partner in the old Yugoslavian Federation—tried to reestablish its hegemony by promoting uprisings by Serbian minorities in the latter two states. These Serbs justified  their actions by recounting Croat atrocities against Serbs during World War II. They devised brutal and often deadly policies called ethnic cleansing, which involved the murder or forced removal of Croatians, Bosnian Muslims, and other minorities from areas in which Serbs lived and prompted hundreds of thousands of refugees to flee to surrounding countries. In Serbia proper the government and local activists severely restricted the activities of Albanian and Hungarian minorities.

One of the longest modern civil wars was waged by the people of the Ethiopian province of Eritrea, who supported a war of independence that lasted from the early 1960s until 1991. The Eritrean nationalists received some diplomatic and military support from Middle Eastern states such as Egypt, whereas in the first decade of conflict the imperial Ethiopian government relied heavily on military assistance from the United States. Even the military-led revolution that overthrew Emperor Haile Selassie in 1974 did not end ethnic conflict. Instead, the new Marxist military leaders of Ethiopia sought and received support from the Soviet Union to enable them to continue the war against Eritrea. By the end of the 1970s many other ethnic groups in Ethiopia were stimulated into rebellion by the Eritrean example. An alliance was eventually formed among Eritreans, Tigreans, Oromo, and others that culminated in the rebels’ triumphal capture of the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa, in May 1991.

Unlike the situation in Yugoslavia, there was no serious international effort to check the Ethiopian civil war. No major power recognized Eritrea as an independent state; international organizations regarded the conflict as an internal matter, and there was no media-inspired publicity of atrocities that might have prompted greater action. Only when famine threatened the region did the Ethiopian government allow humanitarian assistance but then prevented distribution of the aid in rebel-held areas.

Following thirty years of warfare, the moderate policies of the new revolutionary government allowed for a peaceful reconciliation. The government made and kept a commitment to hold referendums in 1993 to set up autonomous regional governments or, in the case of Eritrea, to allow full independence. The Eritrean referendum in April 1993 resulted in a 99.8 percent vote in favor of independence. Eritrean independence was accepted by the Ethiopian government, and the new state immediately received diplomatic recognition from the United States and many other countries.

But new sources of ethnic tension soon cropped up. Some Eritreans living in the Ethiopian capital were forced to leave the country, with retaliatory threats by Eritreans to expel Ethiopians. Political and economic tensions escalated until May 1998, when the two countries began a deadly  two-year war over some scraps of disputed territory. The Eritrea-Ethiopia conflict, like that between Muslims and Hindus in the Indian subcontinent, shows that separation is not a perfect solution for ethnic tensions because it may lead to future conflicts within and between states.

Conflicts over group demands for better treatment within existing states and societies are seldom as deadly as the civil wars in Yugoslavia or Ethiopia; nor are they likely to have serious international repercussions. But they can be just as fateful for the people caught up in them, as the following example suggests. Kara (not her real name) is a woman in her late twenties who works as an assistant manager of a resort hotel on Turkey’s Aegean coast. She was born and raised in Germany by parents who had emigrated there as “guest workers.” After Kara’s graduation from secondary school, her parents accepted money from the West German government to return to Turkey. Kara also had to return, and, like her parents, was prohibited from returning to Germany. Kara does not fear for her life or safety, but she is caught between two cultures: the German society in which she was raised and whose language she speaks fluently, and the Turkish society in which she must live and work. Her desk clerk, a man in his early twenties, has the same story and a similar problem: Turkish girls mock him as “the German” who speaks Turkish badly. Neither likes living in Turkey, and both have doubts about finding marriage partners.3 Their lives would probably have been more satisfying, and their identities more secure, if they could have gained full citizenship and stayed in the country in which they grew up.


Enduring Conflicts, Changing International Responses 

We cannot entirely blame the explosion of ethnic conflict in the early 1990s on the end of the Cold War. Figure 1.1 shows clearly that the extent of conflicts worldwide between ethnic groups and states increased steadily from 1950 to 1989, before the Cold War ended. Thus we need to identify other factors that contributed to that explosion. We begin with three Third World examples, which may offer some clues to why some ethnic conflicts were neither affected by nor indirect by-products of Cold War confrontations.

In the 1970s the newly independent African states of Uganda and Equatorial Guinea experienced intense ethnopolitical conflict that had little relationship to the tensions produced by the Cold War. Dictators Macias Nguma of Equatorial Guinea (1968–1979) and Idi Amin of Uganda (1971–1979) each sought to consolidate power by killing thousands of their ethnic and political rivals. These horrifying events elicited no substantive response from the United Nations and few condemnations from individual states. Amin and Macias were virtually free to kill people they  defined as enemies, in part because their countries were of little consequence to either the United States or the Soviet Union.

The third case is Rwanda, in which during a genocide in 1994 800,000 to 1 million Tutsis and moderate Hutus perished. When Tutsi exiles of the Rwandan Patriotic Front launched a major invasion from bases in Uganda in 1993, Hutu armies and militias responded with counterattacks. Intermittent negotiations led to the Arusha Accords, but the mobilization of Hutu militias continued. In neighboring Burundi, massacres following a 1993 coup led to a massive exodus of some 342,000 refugees to Rwanda. Militant Rwandan Hutus sought to undermine the Arusha Accords. They probably arranged the downing of the aircraft that carried the presidents of Rwanda and Burundi, Juvenal Habyarimana and Cyprien Ntaryamira, back from peace talks in Tanzania on April 6, 1994. This signaled the beginning of a killing spree in which Belgian peacekeepers and the moderate Rwandan prime minister, Agathe Uwilingiyimana, were among the first to die. Ethnic Tutsis were the primary targets. In the next 100 days, some 800,000 people were killed by marauding Hutu militias, encouraged by their leadership and hate propaganda. In July 1994, Tutsi rebels seized the capital, declared victory, and named a Hutu president. At the end of July Tanzania recognized the new government and Western powers promised aid. But killings continued in Hutudominated refugee camps in Zaire.

What these three cases show is that despite warnings of impending disasters, especially in Rwanda, Western powers had little or no interest in intervening. UN peacekeepers in Rwanda were poorly armed and few in number, and their mandate was to remain impartial.

Could more have been done? This question is more fully answered in Chapter 9, but let us outline a few thoughts on the topic. We believe the international community has an obligation to protect the rights of minorities, beginning with protecting the most basic rights to life and security. For example, and from our point of view, the civil wars and ethnic killings in the breakaway states of the former Yugoslavia could have been preempted by early and active international mediation that would have led to guaranteed independence and security for all newly emerging states in the region and to commitments from all parties to protect the rights of each state’s ethnic peoples. But the international community is only gradually acquiring the legal principles, political will, and foresight to respond effectively to such conflicts.

In the three cases described above, the consequences of colonialism were a major impediment to decisive action. Colonial subjects in Africa and Asia had few rights, and many ethnic groups were trapped within artificial boundaries imposed by the departing colonial powers. Faced with challenges from peoples of different cultures and kinships, most leaders  of newly independent Third World countries opted to accept existing boundaries, insisting on absolute sovereignty and the inviolability of territorial borders. This insistence on the right to conduct internal affairs without outside interference gave unscrupulous dictators like Macias and Amin freedom to commit atrocities against their subjects in the name of “nation building.” In Rwanda and Burundi, French favoritism, U.S. disinterest, and the UN’s self-imposed limited mandate conspired to allow unscrupulous leaders to exploit ethnic tensions.

If the United Nations and the superpowers were indifferent to ethnic conflict and mass murder in peripheral states of the Third World, could regional organizations have responded? Many such deadly episodes occurred in the member states of the Organization of African Unity (OAU, founded in 1963) and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (which represents all states that have significant Muslim populations). But these organizations have usually been politically divided and have had few resources; thus, they have seldom responded to ethnic warfare and severe human rights violations in member states. The OAU, for example, was limited by its charter to mediating conflicts between African states, not within them. In 1981 and 1982, the OAU made its first effort at active peacekeeping when it sent a multinational force to help deescalate a civil war between communal rivals in Chad; the effort was largely a failure. Partisan support for Rwandan rebels by Uganda did little to defuse the situation. After the Arusha Accords, the OAU verbally condemned international inaction, but had little more to offer than postconflict negotiations.

The impotence of Third World regional organizations combined with the reluctance of the superpowers during the Cold War era to interfere in the internal affairs of states that had little impact on global competition virtually ensured that most ethnic conflicts would remain domestic affairs, even if they led to gross violations of human rights. However, and despite Rwanda, we think that since 1991 the United Nations and the last remaining superpower, the United States, have taken more vigorous action against human rights violators and aggressive states.

No doubt the United Nations, established to create and preserve international peace, has had a mixed record as peacekeeper. A brief review of its record follows.

During the Cold War the UN played a significant peacekeeping role by separating combatants in communal conflicts in Congo, Cyprus, the Middle East, and Kashmir, but this occurred only because the superpowers agreed on the course of action. Since 1991, with encouragement from the U.S. government and other states, it has expanded its role. In Cambodia, for example, the United Nations mounted the biggest and most expensive peacekeeping operation in its history. Under a 1991 peace plan agreed to  by warring Cambodian parties, an international force of 22,000 police and military and administrative personnel was stationed in the country to help establish order and oversee the transition to an elected civilian government. The effort was largely completed, and all military forces withdrawn, by October 1993.

The expanded role of the United States is illustrated by the dispatch of U.S. troops returning from the Gulf War to assist flood victims in Bangladesh in April and May 1991 and by the U.S.-led mobilization of reluctant states to intervene militarily in Iraq during the 1991 Gulf War in a renewed spirit of collective responsibility.

Regional organizations also have a mixed record. In the early 1990s the European Union, the world’s second most powerful economic entity, was divided about whether and how to respond to escalating ethnic conflict in adjacent East Central Europe. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) had the military means to intervene forcefully in European conflict situations, but both its European and North American members were very reluctant to use force to control the Bosnian conflict and ethnic cleansing in 1992–1995. The response in Kosovo in 1998–1999 was a somewhat different story—it was essentially proactive. Although U.S. pressure and promise of participation was probably instrumental in overcoming the lack of political will among the leaders of NATO’s European members, international initiatives were not lacking. Some thirteen government and sixteen NGO efforts were made to halt crisis escalation. But the efforts were not sustained until violence occurred. From early 1998 to early 1999, attacks and counterattacks were a daily occurrence. Despite resolutions, mediation attempts, sanctions, and negotiated cease-fires, violence spiraled out of control. Only after NATO bombing in May of 1999 did Serbia under Milosevic withdraw its forces.

Regional organizations in the Third World are also taking a more active role in response to internal conflicts. Their leaders are involved in drafting and arguing for extensions to the human rights conventions that would allow for some exceptions to the rule of nonintervention. In the early 1990s, for example, the OAU established a new mechanism for conflict resolution and prevention that, in effect, redefined the OAU doctrine of noninterference in the affairs of member states. The OAU now monitors elections, makes periodic assessments of emerging conflict situations, and sends envoys to countries in which serious crises are brewing. For example in early 1993 the OAU sent a sixty-man observer mission to Rwanda to monitor a cease-fire between rival Hutu and the Tutsi armies, but it had neither political nor military clout.

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the International Crisis Group also play  a role by calling attention to ethnic conflict and repression. Activists have lobbied their respective governments and the United Nations to take active roles in supporting humanitarian efforts, have denounced various interventions, and have reported human rights violations to international agencies.
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