“Overlooking the Obvious:

Bringing International Politics Back into Ethnic Conflict Management”


Scholars have generally ignored the difficulty of getting states to cooperate when advocating particular methods of addressing ethnic conflicts.  I consider the importance of international support for conflict prevention, the use of force, security guarantees and partition, revealing the need for future work to consider why states behave towards ethnic conflicts as they do.  I then address three sets of explanations of the international relations of ethnic conflict: the possible impact of norms, realist explanations, and arguments focused on domestic politics (either ethnic ties or sensitivity to casualties).  I conclude by considering strategies for managing ethnic conflict that taken into account the difficulties of cooperation: minilateralism, subcontracting and the strategic manipulation of identity.


Responding to ethnic conflicts in the early 1990’s, scholars have advocated a variety of policies to prevent, manage and resolve these disputes.  These studies have provided many insights into the advantages and disadvantages of a variety of responses to ethnic conflict.  However, the general tendency has been to avoid politics, domestic and international.  Scholars have overlooked the basic realities that both actors inside the particular country and beyond may strongly disagree about they should handle how the conflict.
  This is problematic because most, if not all, proposed solutions, require international cooperation to succeed.  The purpose here is not to suggest that we need to scrap existing work,
 but that scholars interested in addressing ethnic conflicts need to consider the politics of the solutions they advocate.
  They will need to assess the probabilities of getting enough international support for their proposed policies to be successful and to develop strategies to get states to support their preferred management technique, whether it is conflict prevention,
 the use of force,
 security guarantees,
 or partition.
  


Why might states
 disagree about what to do?  While there are many potential explanations,
 a few seem more likely.  One country may view one combatant in an internal conflict as a valuable ally while another state considers that side of the conflict to be a threatening adversary, so the outside actors will take opposing sides of the conflict.
  A second approach is to argue that states disagree about which norms matter most, and so they will take opposing sides when competing norms (for instance, self-determination versus territorial integrity) imply conflicting ideas of appropriate behavior.
  A third approach is to focus on the domestic political imperatives of outside actors. Politicians will take the side favored by their domestic audiences due to ethnic ties,
 or avoid intervening due to fears about casualties.


In this article, I argue that scholars have done policy-makers a disservice by ignoring the crucial role of international political dynamics in managing ethnic conflict management, I pose a few explanations, suggesting potential avenues of research, and I consider a few possible strategies for addressing the difficulties raised by the article.  First, I first briefly discuss the importance of ethnic conflict management for today’s international relations.  I then review some of the solutions offered by scholars to reveal the blind spots, highlighting the difficulties of getting states to agree to support a particular solution.  In particular, I focus on debates about conflict prevention, the use of force, security guarantees, and partition.  Then, I discuss the most likely impediments to international cooperation as states respond to ethnic conflicts.  Finally, I conclude with implications for both future research and policy.

The Need for Ethnic Conflict Management 


Are the scholars who study ethnic conflict management misguided?  Certainly not.  The 1990’s clearly demonstrated that ethnic strife has presented grave threats to individual states and to the stability of regions, in addition to the humanitarian disasters have taken place.
 

The wars of Yugoslavia’s disintegration provided the international community with a dramatic example of how ethnic conflict can promote regional instability.  While the Croatian and Bosnian conflicts remained within the boundaries of “Yugoslavia,” the war in Kosovo threatened (and continues to endanger) the stability of Macedonia, as well as temporarily increasing the likelihood of war among Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, Serbia, and Turkey.  Separatist conflicts have spawned other wars, including between Ethiopia and Somalia and between India and Pakistan.

Further, ethnic conflicts may also spread, causing tensions to rise within other states, as the recent events in Macedonia demonstrate.
  This can happen through a variety of mechanisms.  The conflict may spillover as combatants cross state boundaries, as in the case of Africa’s Great Lakes region—Burundi, Congo, Rwanda and Uganda and in the case of Macedonia, where many of the combatants are from Kosovo and/or fought in the Kosovo conflict.  Refugees caused by one ethnic conflict can increase tensions upon arriving in a new state.  This is particularly troublesome since the poorest countries tend to bear the most severe burdens,
 as the recent plight of Albania and Macedonia illustrates.  To end the flow and return the refugees, the conflict spawning them has to end.  Further, scholars have argued that one ethnic conflict may encourage others due to the demonstration effects produced by the first one.
  Again, the case of Macedonia is instructive, as Albanians in Macedonia may have “learned” that using force is successful as the Albanians of Kosovo have been relatively successful in achieving their goals.  

Because of these and other consequences, analysts generally assume that the priority of outsiders is to end such conflicts and to prevent a crisis from becoming an ethnic war.
  Thus, they have proposed a variety of ways for states to handle these disputes.

Proposed Ethnic Conflict Management Techniques


There may be more proposed solutions to ethnic conflict than the number of ethnic wars currently in progress.  For the sake of brevity, I only address four sets of techniques in this article: conflict prevention; the use of force; security guarantees; and partition.  To be clear, most scholars and policy analysts offer a mix of solutions, and none of the techniques discussed below is completely distinct from the others.  I have chosen these four because they seem to be the most prominent in the scholarly literature, the advice offered to policy-makers, and in policy debates.  Further, elements of these four are often necessary for other potential responses to ethnic conflict, such as occupation.  Other projected answers to ethnic conflict, including influencing the kind of information that is presented in divided societies,
 peace-building,
 and developing confidence-building measures,
 also assume international cooperation.
  Only scholars considering economic sanctions have seriously addressed the problem of getting states to cooperate.
  Otherwise, in discussing ethnic conflict management, analysts generally assume that states will cooperate.  Below, I briefly consider the advantages offered by proponents of four potential solutions, the criticisms levied against them by detractors, and then I consider the assumed role of cooperation in each solution.

Conflict Prevention


It makes sense to consider first policies aimed at preventing conflicts before they start or intervening before they escalate.  The Carnegie Corporation of New York has sponsored an extensive project, the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflicts, to “determine the functional requirements of an effective system for preventing mass violence and to identity ways in which such a system could be implemented.”
  The project is quite clear in arguing that prevention costs less than ending a conflict, dedicating a book to prove this relatively uncontroversial proposition.
  Acting early is less costly and more effective than acting later, after hostilities have mobilized populations, deepened hatreds, and generated refugees.  Preventive measures include fact-finding missions, mediation, confidence building measures, peacekeeping, arms embargoes and economic sanctions, and the threat or use of force.
  These efforts usually require some level of coordination among outside actors, because, with the exception of the first two forms, these efforts incur some costs, which states seek to share.  Further, arms embargoes and economic sanctions require cooperation to have a significant impact.


How do advocates of conflict prevention deal with the problem of international cooperation?  
Bruce Jentleson considers several obstacles to successful conflict prevention, including: the necessity of developing “a ‘fair-but-firm strategy” and getting countries to act.
  He argues that intervening actors must follow through on their promises and their threats.  The problem here is that states may not want to hurt the side that they prefer but punish the side they dislike.  For instance, the U.S. advocated harsher measures against the Serbs in Bosnia and in Kosovo than against the Bosnian Muslims or the Albanians.  Jentleson criticizes the failure of the United States, other powerful countries and international institutions to act early and decisively,
 but he does not say why the will is lacking, outside of divided government in the U.S.  His discussion largely overlooks the possibility that outsiders may disagree with each other due to conflicting preferences.

Similarly, Brown and Rosecrance focus on the need to get states to act, not on getting them to cooperate.  They consider the excuses states often use: the conflict is far away, that states do not know where conflicts will occur, or that states cannot address more than a few conflicts.  Their study suggests that these three reasons are misguided at best, as even distant conflicts generate costs for many states, as states knew that particular conflicts (Bosnia, Rwanda, etc.) were likely to occur, and that it is still less costly to prevent several conflicts than intervene late in a few.
  Brown and Rosecrance also address what leaders fear: an absence of domestic support, the economic costs involved, casualties, open-ended commitments (no more Vietnams), and failure.  Ultimately, their views on getting external actors to act and to cooperate are shaped by their assumptions about state interests.  “If the costs of preventive actions are less than the military, economic, and political costs that have to be borne by outside powers when conflicts unfold, then the case for conflict prevention on national interests grounds becomes very strong.”
  It is assumed that states worry solely or primarily about the costs,
 but this ignores the possibility that outside actors may prefer a particular group or its host state to win.  If a country cares about the outcome—who wins and who loses—rather than the absence or minimization of conflict, then it may disagree with other states about which, if any, preventive measures should be used.  Which policies they advocate will depend upon how particular options affect their favored party.  If a state prefers for the host state to defeat the ethnic group, then a variety of preventive measures become undesirable, while arms embargoes, which favor the host, are very appealing.  

However, preventive action does not require unbiased or impartial outside actors, as mediation does not require neutral actors, and arms embargoes and economic sanctions may be facilitated by animus towards one side.  Taking into account countries’ biases may actually facilitate preventive action.

The Use of Force

A prominent tool in the 1990’s has been the threat or use of force to cause one side to compromise or surrender.  Not only has this response to ethnic conflict been hotly debated, particularly in the form of “lift and strike” during the Bosnian conflict, but the use of force seems to have been quite successful in ending the war in Bosnia and causing Serbia to withdraw its armed forces from Kosovo.
  Arguments focusing on threats or using force in internal conflicts rely on the same cost-benefit logic as conventional deterrence theory.
  The general idea is to persuade one side that either continued conflict (compellence) or new aggression (deterrence) would result in some sort of punishment.
  Thus, the costs of conflict would become too high, causing a particular side either not to attack or to cease its aggression.  


Stephen Stedman presents perhaps the most nuanced discussion of how outsiders should respond to the domestic dynamics of internal conflicts.
  He identifies specific kinds of opponents to peace processes—“spoilers”—and recommends particular strategies to deal with each type.  He suggests coercion for more difficult or total spoilers.  Of all the conflict management advocates, Stedman takes most seriously the problem of getting potential managers to act and to cooperate.  Specifically, “a common denominator among the successful cases of spoiler management is unity and coordination among external parties…”
  However, he does not address how this cooperation might be attained.
Frank Harvey shows that threats and the use of force worked in Bosnia when NATO fulfilled the requirements of deterrence theory—clear definition of undesired action, clearly communicating the threat, the threat was potentially costly to the Serbs, and the coalition was resolute.
  He examines a series of threats made by the United States and its allies, and found that when the requirements were met, the threat or use of force worked to deter or compel the Serbs.  Further, despite complaints about how long it took Serbia to withdraw from Kosovo, clearly, the use of force by the United States and its allies caused Serbia to give in to NATO demands.  


However, these examples of successful uses of force are also illustrations of the difficulties of using force.  In both conflicts, countries disagreed about whether to use force, and, if force was to be used, how.  Throughout the Bosnian conflict, there was continued debate among the major actors, with the United States disagreeing not only with Russia but also frequently with Great Britain and France.
  The bombing campaign in August and September of 1995 was only possible once the use of force became a NATO, and not a UN, affair.  Russia certainly would have vetoed the extensive bombing in 1995, which is why the United States made sure to avoid the UN, and, consequently, a Russian veto in 1999.  Even among NATO members, there was significant disagreement about how force should be used and for what goals.  

International cooperation is necessary for the successful use of force even if only one country is using force.  If a country is acting unilaterally, using force in a civil conflict successfully usually requires two things.  First, other outsider actors must not support the side one is attacking.  While state A can still reach its goals by using force against a particular group in another state, if state B intervenes on behalf of that group, the costs of intervention increase and the chances for success decrease.  If Russia had given Serbia arms during the Kosovo Conflict, or had used its own armed forces to supplement Serbia’s, the conflict would have become significantly more complex, and Serbia probably would not have given up quite so soon.
  Second, unless the intervening state neighbors the conflict, the intervener is likely to need either logistical assistance or the absence of logistical impediments to use force successfully.  The United States is capable of using planes based at home and on aircraft carriers to intervene around the globe.
  Few, if any, other countries have this capability.  Further, relying on such capabilities stretches the United States and limits its effectiveness.  Longer operations are impossible, even for the U.S., without bases closer to the conflict.  Moreover, the United States generally prefers to involve other states, not only to share costs and to gain support domestically, but also to diminish the appearance of American dominance.

Security Guarantees


The next response to ethnic conflict focuses on how outsiders can help to manage or resolve conflicts by guaranteeing the security of the combatants.
  One strand of research on ethnic conflict focuses on the ethnic security dilemma.  Dynamics akin to international relations break out either when the state collapses, or when the government takes sides in internal conflicts.
  In such situations, it is very hard to get groups, including the host state, to commit credibly, even to agreements that all prefer over continued conflict.
  All sides are very vulnerable, so the potential of being victimized by a group that reneges, “post-treaty exploitation”
 is enough to cause the conflict to continue.  Hence, outsiders may be required to guarantee the participants’ commitments.  

Barbara Walter has provided both case studies and quantitative analyses to argue that outside security guarantees facilitate successful settlements of civil wars.
  She found that nearly all settlements that were successful between 1940 and 1990 occurred with a third party guaranteeing the peace.
  Most importantly, she asserts, “strict neutrality by the third party also does not appear necessary.”
  Effectiveness of guarantees apparently did not vary along with the biases of the third party.  Indeed, she argues that a third party’s bias may make a weaker group feel more secure.
  In addition, the order and stability imposed by the outside power may compensate for its bias.

Recent work has supported Walter’s claims.  Hartzell, Hoddie and Rothchild find that security assurances are one factor associated with more durable peace settlements.
  Michael W. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis find that efforts to foster peace are more likely to be successful if the United Nations is involved in peace-keeping.

Walter’s work raises at least two questions.  First, if a biased third party makes the weaker group more secure, what does it do to the stronger group?  If a third party is biased, the security dilemma may be ameliorated for one side, but not for the other.  The disfavored party may feel less secure, and refuse to disarm.  In Kosovo, the Serbs have viewed the Americans as siding with the ethnic Albanians, while the Albanians have viewed the French and the Russians as allies of the Serbs.  Perhaps these suspicions are good for guaranteeing security as they offset each other, but given the continuing violence, this remains to be seen.  

A second problem with security guarantees is that, at best, it moves the problem of credible commitment from groups within the state to actors outside the state.  A group, in addition to fearing that its adversary may not commit, must also be concerned about the commitment of outsiders to guarantee their security.  Will outsiders be willing to risk casualties to prevent one group from hurting another or to follow through on aspects of the peace accord?  Apparently not, as the heavily armed NATO troops have been quite reluctant in implementing aspects of the Dayton Accords.  The priority of American commanders seems to be protecting American soldiers rather than arresting war criminals, preventing or stopping violence between ethnic groups, or even mine clearing.
  

Thus, external security guarantees as a solution to ethnic conflict require a better understanding of under what conditions will outsiders provide credible assurances.  If we can understand which countries are or are not willing to risk their soldiers and cooperate with which other countries to guarantee specific peace accords, then we can recommend security guarantees.  Without this knowledge, security guarantees may cause more problems than they solve as either groups may trust untrustworthy outsiders, risking their security, or they may not trust guarantees even when they seem most credible.  Knowing what outside actors care about is an important step for designing transitions from civil wars.  

Partition


If groups cannot trust each other and cannot trust outsiders to enforce a peace agreement, then the logical solution may be to separate the groups so they cannot pose a threat to each other.  Perhaps some conflicts simply cannot be resolved with the combatants living amongst each other and governed by the same entity.
  Also, if they govern themselves separately, then there is less over which to fight. 


Since this debate has been so lively, most of the advantages and disadvantages of partition are well known.  Separating the two (or more) groups would create more viable entities than cantons and other arrangements advocated throughout the Bosnian conflict.
  These separate territories would be easier to defend, economically more productive, and governable.  Critics argue that the population transfers required by partition would be very costly, that it would merely turn an civil war into an inter-state war, and that it would set unfortunate precedents, encouraging groups else where to become separatist and even engage in ethnic cleansing.  They point to Cyprus, India, Ireland and Israel as examples of partition begetting more violence.
  Partition advocates argue that past partitions have been more violent than they had to be, and that partition done right can avoid many previous problems.
  


Partition advocates have tended to be realists (Mearsheimer, Pape, Van Evera, Kaufmann), so it is ironic that they tend to be quite optimistic about the ability of outsiders to cooperate.  


It [humanitarian intervention] should only be undertaken when the major actors of the international community can agree on the rights and wrongs of the case …. For the same reason, humanitarian interventions will usually be on behalf of the weaker side.….  The interveners must also isolate the opposing ethnic group from outside sources of economic and military assistance.

These conditions and requirements ignore the possibility that potential interveners may prefer the stronger side due to potential alliances down the road, the implications of particular norms, or ethnic ties.  Kaufmann does admit “intervention will be politically feasible only against a small power without major allies.”
  This suggests that partition can only be implemented very rarely, as most combatants have ties with outsiders, particularly as one of the main protagonists in most ethnic conflicts is the current government.  Either intervention to assist a partition is hardly ever (approaching never) appropriate, or Kaufmann and others are overly optimistic about getting outside actors to agree on a particular division, even if states get over the problems presented by international norms.  For example of such optimism, Mearsheimer and Pape only spoke of NATO and “the West” as they argued for intervention to partition Bosnia, omitting Russia entirely as well as other relevant actors that might object, as well as assuming that “the West” could agree on partition.
  Elsewhere, Mearsheimer focuses strictly on what the United States should do, ignoring the possibility that other actors might have something to say.
  It is possible for an outsider, the U.S. or “the West” to encourage the allies of a host state to support partition through linkages to other issues or intimidation, but policy-makers must recognize the diplomatic capital that the intervening state may have to expend when supporting partition.  


Partition requires the active support of some states and for other states to condone the intervention.  Regarding the former, outside actors are likely to be needed to compel the host state to give up a chunk of its territory and its population.  Also, intervention is necessary to facilitate the safe transfer of populations.  Other actors, at least, must refrain from interfering, allowing another country to be divided.  As a result, we need to understand when states will be willing to impose this solution on a conflict.  We also need to assess whether states are really motivated or inhibited by international norms of territorial integrity and sovereignty, since partition, by definition, violates the former and, in practice, will violate the latter.  


All four of the proposed efforts to address ethnic conflict require outsiders to get involved.  Their advocates tend to assume that outsiders will agree on what to do.  This discussion suggests that this assumption is problematic.  In the next section, I address three approaches to the puzzle of why states get involved and whose side might they take.

Explaining the International Relations of Ethnic Conflict


If states are not solely motivated by humanitarianism to end ethnic conflicts, what causes them to take particular positions in the internal disputes of other countries?  What makes international cooperation to resolve ethnic conflict so difficult?  The literature on conflict management cites existing norms of sovereignty and territorial integrity as perhaps the most severe obstacles.  States will often side with the existing government of a state because doing otherwise would set unfortunate precedents and might have implications for their own conflicts.  Indeed, as table 1 illustrates, sovereignty poses a problem for each of the conflict management strategies to varying degrees.  The table briefly summarizes the implications discussed above for each conflict management technique.

Table 1. Sovereignty and Conflict Management

	Proposed Solution
	Threat to Sovereignty

	Conflict Prevention
	Modest: May require host state to recognize and negotiate with groups it would prefer to ignore or refuse legitimacy; may require observers in host state

	Security Guarantees
	Moderate: Probable placement of peacekeepers in host state; monitoring of both group and host state; constraints on state behavior

	Use of Force
	Major: Military force applied by outside countries probably against host state, certainly on host state territory

	Partition
	Maximum: Revision of boundaries; alteration of composition of populations


A second explanation, the realist account, would argue that states are motivated to take different sides of an internal dispute to safeguard their security or improve their relative positions.  Perhaps one state will see a combatant as a potential ally, and another state will see another group as possible friend, leading to outsiders taking different sides.  Then, there are two possibilities driven by domestic politics—ethnic politics and the politics of casualty avoidance.  States will take the politically popular side in an ethnic conflict due to ethnic ties.  Or, states may refuse to get involved or only choose relatively less costly solutions because politicians will suffer if peacekeepers are harmed.  Below, I discuss each explanation in turn, suggesting the strengths and limitations of each.   

Norms and Precedents


“Those who would band together to deal constructively with internal conflicts always have to contend with the thorny issue of state sovereignty.”
  Unless conflict management has the support of the host state, any effort to address the conflict violates the host’s sovereignty.  While some conflict prevention efforts might not be problematic for a host state, most preventive efforts pose challenges.  Precautionary techniques lend legitimacy to the grievances of particular groups and to the groups themselves as significant political actors, while many governments seek to deny their opposition’s existence (eg., Kurds as mountain Turks).  Obviously, security guarantees may be even more troublesome for state sovereignty as they limit the ability of states to control or repress domestic opponents.  The use of force, unless focused to benefit the host state, is a very severe violation of sovereignty.  Finally, partition not only violates the sovereignty of an existing state, but also its territorial integrity.  That is, one of the central norms governing ethnic conflict is that boundaries ought not be changed.
  By creating new boundaries, partition directly challenges the norm of territorial integrity.  Thus, in principle, conflict management should be opposed by all states respecting these basic norms.


Of course, some states may be bound by competing norms, so states may take different sides of a conflict, depending on to which norms states adhere.  Two norms prescribe, rather than proscribe, intervention into ethnic conflicts, even at the expense of a state’s sovereignty—the norm of self-determination
 and international law governing genocide.  The right for people to choose who governs them challenges the right of states to govern themselves without external interference.  Even more clearly, the obligation to stop genocide, incorporated in the UN Convention on Genocide,
 challenges states’ sovereignty since states largely commit genocide.
  Thus, if norms bind states, we might still find states disagreeing about how to handle conflicts due to conflicting norms.


The conventional wisdom has been that the norm of territorial integrity inhibited states from supporting separatist groups (although this may not restrict for groups with other goals).
  Because leaders of states, particularly African politicians, feared that the violation of the norms set unfortunate precedents and would cause the existing boundaries to collapse, they were inhibited from supporting any group seeking to revise the boundaries.  While the Organization of African Unity passed a resolution recognizing the former colonial boundaries as legitimate, this did not stop states from supporting secessionist movements.  Even states that were the most vulnerable to secession, and thus most likely to adhere to the norm, supported separatist movements in other countries.
  

So, norms matter but are not as binding as often feared.  The question remains as to how severe an obstacle sovereignty and territorial integrity present to conflict management.
  Rather than assuming it a problem, as many scholars apparently do, future research should consider the question seriously.

Realist Imperatives 


Perhaps states take different sides of internal conflicts because one outsider may be allied to the host state and another outsider may be opposed to the host state.  Surprisingly, despite the amount of attention realists have paid towards ethnic conflict management, particularly partition, they have not extended their theory to explain the international relations of ethnic strife.  Maybe they have not bothered since the application is so obvious.  If the enemy of my enemy is my friend, then states should support ethnic groups rebelling against their adversaries and oppose movements fighting their friends.  

A logical extension of balance of power/threat theory
 would be to expect states not only to engage in internal balancing (increasing one’s level of armament) and in external balancing (gaining allies) but in efforts to weaken one’s adversaries quite directly.
  A country putting down a rebellion must focus military, economic, and political resources that they might otherwise use against an external adversary.  Further, if the supported group successfully secedes, then the adversary has less territory, less population, and probably diminished economic resources.  Thus, supporting an ethnic group might critically weaken an enemy.  India’s support of the Bengalis when they seceded from Pakistan decreased the threat Pakistan posed, reducing Pakistan’s population base and simplifying India’s strategic situation in future conflicts.   

Clearly, combatants in the Yugoslav conflict had little to add directly to the security or power of the major powers.
  To argue that Germany had much to gain strategically from dominating the Balkans strains one’s credulity.
  However, while Yugoslavia may not buttress arguments about balancing behavior, the potential consequences of the conflicts on existing alliances mattered.  

Concerns about the impact of Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia on NATO shaped American and West European reactions to these conflicts.  Once the United States committed to using troops to assist a potential withdrawal of British and French troops from Bosnia, it could not back down without harming NATO.
  Thus, American decision-making faced a much more limited set of choices in the summer of 1995—use 50,000 American soldiers to evacuate peacekeepers from Bosnia or use troops to enforce a peace.  During the Kosovo conflict, another threat to NATO developed—a potential conflict between Greece and Turkey.  The fear (a legitimate one as recent events suggest) was that the Kosovo conflict might spread to Macedonia, and that war in Macedonia would bring in Greece and Turkey on opposite sides.  Preventing the Kosovo conflict from spilling over into Macedonia, then, would be in the best interest of American and NATO security.  Now that the conflict has apparently spilled over, NATO is deeply involved on both sides of the border, trying to keep the conflict from boiling over into a larger war.  So, security interests may motivate countries to take sides in other countries’ ethnic conflicts.  The problem for future work is to provide scholars with falsifiable hypotheses so that we can determine under what conditions will states be likely to behave in specific ways.  

Domestic Politics: Ethnic Ties and Casualty Aversion


Politicians may not be responding to international imperatives but to the pressures of domestic politics, either pushing them to take stands on a conflict or constraining them from taking action.  We usually consider ethnic ties to be a force that causes politicians to support one side of somebody else’s ethnic conflict, and analysts often argue that the avoidance of casualties to be a domestic constraint on policy-makers.
  


Instead of focusing on the international benefits of taking a side, the ethnic ties perspective focuses on either the demands of constituents or the manipulations of leaders.
  The argument can either be top-down or bottom-up.  Regarding the former, politicians may engage their countries in ethnic conflicts elsewhere to highlight certain ethnic identities that may favor their positions at home.
  Supporting a particular group abroad increases the salience of that identity at home.  Gagnon explains Serbia’s nationalist foreign policies by considering how Slobodan Milošević diverted attention away from the economy and delegitimated competitors by focusing on Serb nationalism.
  On the other hand, the demands of the masses may push reluctant politicians into supporting a particular group abroad.  For instance, Turkey was a strong supporter of Bosnia’s Muslims.  Given the desire to maintain a secular regime, one might have expected Turkish elites to avoid affiliation with a largely Muslim group.  However, even the most secular parties realized “that a lack of concern about Bosnia would hasten their political decline.”
  Similarly, Christian groups in the United States are increasingly pressuring the government fight the persecution of Christians in other countries.
 


Focusing on ethnic ties has its advantages and its limitations.  Ethnic politics may explain why a country might have a consistent foreign policy over time.  If a country has ethnic ties to a particular group elsewhere, then it is likely to have supported that group in the past and in the present.  With nearly everything else changing, Russia supported Serbia at the beginning and the end of the 20th century at least in part because of common religious and ethnic backgrounds.
  Moreover, ethnic ties helps to explain why actors far away from the conflict get involved.  For instance, Iran gave arms for Bosnia and facilitated the recruitment of mercenaries.  This approach is also useful for accounting for changes in policies, as political competition will determine which constituents matter, and, therefore, which groups elsewhere are important for domestic politics.  For instance, Somalia’s support for Somalis in Ethiopia, Kenya, and Djibouti varied over time, as the political relevance of particular clans rose and fell in conjunction with changes in Somalia’s domestic politics.
  However, ethnic ties cannot account for states having no or weak ethnic ties to the combatants.  The United States was supportive of Bosnia’s Muslims and the ethnic Albanians of Kosovo.  Neither group has ties to politically important groups within the United States.
  We should not expect that the existence of ethnic ties automatically leads to support for one’s kin, as ethnic ties matter most when they are politically salient.


A similar approach focuses on costs as well—the political costs of body bags.  Clearly, the ghosts of Somalia hung over decision-makers as they considered intervention into Rwanda.  When soldiers are placed in harm’s way, it may temporarily increase a politician’s popularity, but the effect does not last, particularly when bodies come home.
  Therefore, decision-makers may be reluctant to intervene to partition another a country or to use force to compel a particular side to compromise, as this may endanger their soldiers’ lives.  Both Bosnia and Kosovo provide some evidence to suggest that casualty avoidance is at the top of policy-makers’ priorities.  Once Great Britain and France placed peacekeepers in Bosnia, these two countries focused on what various proposals meant for the security of their troops.  During the Kosovo conflict, the obsession with preventing allied casualties not only endangered Kosovars but the mission itself.  The requirement to fly above 15,000 feet
 was aimed at preventing the loss of American and allied lives, but it significantly reduced the bombing’s effectiveness and may have led to ethnic Albanian casualties.  Further, the obvious reluctance to engage in a ground campaign weakened NATO’s threats.


Obviously, public opinion does not abhor all violence, so we need to develop a better understanding of what risks and costs publics are willing to accept.
  Americans might be willing to accept casualties either if the stakes are more important or if politicians do a better job of making the case.  However, this is not just an American problem, as European leaders were concerned about losing soldiers in Bosnia, Rwanda and elsewhere.
  

There is an increasing sense among analysts that there is more to the question than simply potential or increasing body counts.  Burk argues that public opinion only affects foreign policy when elites are divided.
  Larson focuses on the same correlation, but that: “Leadership consensus or dissensus regarding U.S. military operations has a profound impact upon the nature of public support.”
  Schwarz argues that casualty aversion among the American public causes them to be wary of interventions, but once casualties mount, the public actually prefers escalation.
  Obviously, more work is required to determine the relationships involved between the public, decision-makers, and the risks of intervention.  

Implications For Conflict Management


Given the difficulty of getting states to cooperate, what advice can we offer policy-makers?  How should they handle the challenge of getting states with different and frequently opposing preferences to support a common policy to specific ethnic conflicts?  I present some approaches that address the dynamics discussed above


First, if cooperation is difficult, do not try.  That is, motivated actors should work with the states that have similar preferences or converging goals.  They should not try to bring into the intervention states that have opposing interests.  Minilateralism traditionally focused on great power cooperation to ease collective action problems and other difficulties associated with negotiations involving large numbers of states,
 but it also makes sense in contexts where some states simply cannot cooperate due to competing interests.  Clearly, the United States and its NATO partners learned from Bosnia.  The bombing campaign in August and September 1995 was only possible after the United Nations, and therefore Russia and China, was taking out of the decision-making process.  As a result, the Kosovo operation was purely a NATO effort, reducing the ability of Russia and China to block the intervention.  

Of course, this raises a crucial problem with minilateralism—angering those who are left out.  Because states have preferences over who wins and loses in these internal conflicts, leaving out those who would disagree may allow for a successful intervention, but result in significant diplomatic costs.  Relations with both China and Russia have suffered because of the Kosovo conflict.  Thus, an additional implication of this article is that we need to appreciate the tradeoffs between intervention and good relations with countries who support a different side of an internal conflict.  

Second, if many or most countries are unwilling to do what is necessary because they do not want to suffer the costs, then subcontract, as Jarat Chopra and Thomas G. Weiss suggest, to those countries that are motivated.
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