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As the cold war came to a close, the Soviet Union collapsed, and
the rhetoric of economic and political liberalization swept the globe,
there were more than thirty violent conflicts raging around the
world, most of these ethnic and sectarian in nature.1 Indeed these
conflicts are not new. Some estimates suggest that cultural conflicts
have inspired over half of the violent struggles within states between
1945 and 1960. The proportion increased to three quarters from 1960
to 1990.2

What marks these conflicts, separates their effects from those of
interstate wars, and thus makes them an important subject for inves-
tigation on their own is that they have been significantly more dev-
astating to civilians. In World War I, 14 percent of all deaths were
civilian. That figure rose to 67 percent in World War II. And in the
1990s, where most wars were within rather than between states, civilian
deaths totaled 90 percent of all deaths.3 By 1995 deaths in the war in
the former Yugoslavia reached over 200,000; over half the population
of Bosnia became refugees, and virtually all of the Serb population
of Croatia was forced to flee.4 By 1993 civilian deaths in the war in
Abkhazia were estimated at between 25,000 and 30,000. More than
half of the prewar population became refugees.5 Five thousand peo-
ple have been killed in Kashmir since 1990; over 30,000 have died in
Algeria, and 18,000 have died in Punjab since the storming of the
temple in 1985. While war between states seems to be on the decline,
ethnic and sectarian conflict within them is on the rise. Why?

The causes of these conflicts are not immediately obvious. Some
minority ethnic and religious groups assimilate and are eventually
accommodated in a unitary nation-state. Bulgarian Muslims (Po-
maks), unlike Muslims in Bosnia, are peacefully integrated. Malaysia
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in recent years has maintained interethnic peace under a moderate
unitary Muslim majority state, while secular Egypt is coping with
rising violence perpetrated by more radical factions of “political Is-
lam.” Among liberal democracies, England has achieved relative po-
litical integration of minority ethnic groups, while Germany eschews
such integration and has experienced relatively high levels of vio-
lence in the form of hate crimes against non-German immigrants.
Other Western democracies, such as Switzerland and Belgium, main-
tain federations that separate ethnic and religious groups into politi-
cal entities with limited autonomy that peacefully coexist with one
another. And the breakup of Czechoslovakia demonstrates that se-
cession does not have to be violent. Among our cases to be consid-
ered here, Ajaria has peacefully insulated itself from the Georgian
turmoil and gained a separate and more autonomous constitutional
status within Georgia, while neighboring Abkhazia was ravaged by
war. Why is it, then, that some ethnic and religious problems are
resolved peacefully, others remain unresolved but do not erupt in
violence, and still others seek resolution in violent conflict?

We argue here that the current round of ethnic and sectarian
violence is ironically linked to the apparent triumph of economic
globalization and institutional transformation—the opening of new
markets for goods, services, capital, and people; the construction of
new democracies; and the implementation of “state-shrinking” ide-
ologies that have swept the globe. While, with some important ex-
ceptions, developed market economies have experienced relatively
low levels of cultural conflict, they have experienced that conflict
nonetheless, as they have begun the state-shrinking process of eco-
nomic liberalization. And transition to the market and the pressures
of globalization—increased demands for industrial competitiveness
and rising external debt that weakens the state’s capability and will-
ingness to allocate resources—are associated with high levels of con-
flict and even violence.

While many analysts suspect that there is a link between eco-
nomic globalization and the current round of cultural conflict, few
have investigated potential causal forces that might explain that re-
lationship.6 In this study we assess alternative explanations for cul-
tural conflict and attempt to discover the causal mechanisms that
might explain its relationship to economic globalization and liberali-
zation. Taken together, the essays in this volume argue that cultural
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violence erupts most vociferously where secular economic decline,
neoliberal economic reforms, and institutional transformation have
broken old “social contracts”—that is, where they have broken the
rules and norms by which access to political and economic resources
was once granted. Globalization and liberalization are thus “trig-
gers” for cultural conflict, but they are not the only triggers, and they
are not the underlying causes.

The breaking of old social contracts—by whatever means—
leads to shifts in political power. When these power shifts are expe-
rienced as ethnic and religious discrimination and privilege, the re-
sulting resentment and opportunity provide fertile ground for
modern political entrepreneurs to mobilize support around ethnic
and sectarian identities.7 But changes in power do not always result
in cultural discrimination. Often, for example, they result in eco-
nomic oppression or discrimination along ideological lines. When,
then, do power shifts result in cultural threat and conflict? We argue
that cultural conflict erupts most frequently in those places where
old social contracts permitted ethnic and religious criteria to guide
the allocation of political and economic resources. That mode of
resource allocation permitted the logic of identity politics to charac-
terize and sometimes even dominate political competition. Where
identity politics once prevailed and when institutions upholding the
old social contract are weakened, the odds of cultural conflict and
even violence increase.

Why would the practice of identity politics increase the odds of
cultural violence? The logic of identity politics suggests that claims
on resources based on ascriptive criteria like ethnicity and religion
are often incompatible. Conflicting claims on resources based on
cultural criteria are more prone to intense conflict than disputes
between interest groups. This is because while interests are malle-
able and multiple, making compromises and log-rolling possible,
cultural identity is fixed and non-negotiable. Disputes over re-
sources among “identity groups” will thus prove to be particularly
difficult to negotiate, raising the odds of violence.8 But even when
the logic of identity politics dominates the political game, opposing
cultural groups can commit themselves to pacts that ensure social
order, and the institutions of central authority can help enforce those
pacts. Even when one cultural group dominates others, repressive
institutions can provide for “order,” although it is discriminatory
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and experienced by less powerful groups as unjust. Cultural conflict
escalates into violence when these institutions are weakened, disrupted, or
transformed in ways that undermine the commitment to uphold these con-
tracts or repress dissent. Although there are many forces which under-
mine that commitment, globalization and economic liberalization
are two of the most important current culprits. When the forces of
globalization and the impersonal market have usurped control from
domestic institutions and when those institutions can no longer
credibly enforce agreements that ensured peaceful competition
among politically relevant cultural groups, or when they can no
longer enforce culturally discriminating policies, violence may be
the only alternative course for political entrepreneurs making non-
negotiable resource demands on behalf of distinct cultural groups.

The essays in this volume elaborate on, illustrate, and some-
times even “test” this argument. In this introduction, I begin with a
brief discussion of our puzzle: why cultural violence appears to be
everywhere on the rise and why there are significant variations in
kind and levels of conflict despite historical, regional, and demo-
graphic similarities. I then turn to an examination of three alternative
explanations for cultural conflict. I argue that these explanations are
incomplete and suggest how an institutional approach can account
for more variation in cultural conflict and violence. In the third sec-
tion, I lay out the institutional argument in three steps. I begin by
describing the process by which cultural identity does or does not
become politically relevant and the importance of institutions in
shaping and legitimating political identity. I then discuss the role of
institutional disruption, weakening, collapse, and transformation in
undermining and even breaking social contracts in ways that permit
the rise of political entrepreneurs who wish to mobilize political
support with cultural appeals; I further discuss the conditions under
which those mobilization efforts can be successful and can lead to
violence. Finally, I lay out the causes for institutional change and
broken social contracts located in the processes of globalization and
economic liberalization.
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PURPOSE: EXPLAINING THE RISE AND EXTENT
OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Our purpose in this study is twofold: to generate hypotheses
that will explain why ethnic and sectarian violence appears to be
everywhere on the rise (particularly in the current period), and why
some states experience high levels of it while others in similar cir-
cumstances experience little or none. We have taken an intellectual
risk in our effort to engage in large comparisons and come to general
conclusions. As a rule, those who believe in the uniqueness of each
case of conflict enjoy a certain intellectual advantage over those who
seek to argue that patterns of variation appear across time and space.
The case for uniqueness can be made simply by enriching each story
with so much historical detail that generalizations and comparisons
seem artificial, oversimplified, and silly. Indeed as the stories in the
coming chapters will reveal, no two cases of cultural conflict are
really alike. What we attempt here, however, is to abstract from the
historical and descriptive complexity of each case and challenge
ideographic accounts by proposing a conceptualization of the causes
of cultural conflict embodied in institutional arrangements.9

We base our conclusions on twelve cases that vary according to
region; we compare conflicts in Western Europe, the former Commu-
nist world (the former Soviet Union and the Balkans), and the devel-
oping world (Muslim-majority states and India). While ethnic and
sectarian conflict is lower in the West than in post-Communist coun-
tries, and conflict is higher in post-Communist regions than in Mus-
lim-majority states or in less developed but relatively consolidated
democracies, levels of conflict also vary significantly within devel-
oping, post-Communist, and Western industrial states. Algeria and
Egypt have experienced high levels of sectarian conflict while Ma-
laysia has not; the former Yugoslavia and Abkhazia experienced pro-
tracted and bloody separatist conflicts, while Bulgaria and Ajaria
remained at peace. In contrast to England, Germany has experienced
relatively high levels of cultural violence. Because the role and the
strength of political institutions vary widely across regions and be-
cause there are large variations in conflict levels within regions, our
primary comparisons are intraregional rather than cross-regional.
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Country/Region Level of Violence Organization Protraction

Yugoslavia High: war of succession Organized military units 1991–95; prolonged

Abkhazia High: war of succession Organized military units 1991–93; prolonged

Algeria High: state-threatening civil war Organized military units 1991–present;
prolonged

Punjab Medium: nonviolent political competition, violent protests,
military repression; state reduces violence, separatism

Political parties, militias,
Indian military

Chronic since 1975

Kashmir Medium: secessionist violence, government repression; state
reduces violence

Political parties,
secessionist movement,
Indian army

Chronic since 1974

Egypt Medium: sporadic violence and state repression Organized Islamic
groups/state police

Chronic since 1974

Germany Low: rising right-wing violence in 1980s, increased sporadic
violence 1991–93, state repression; decline in incidents of
violence since 1993

Relative lack of
organized violence

Sporadic dramatic
increases 1991–92

United States Low: state repression of racial violence; recent violence
directed against central government

Relative lack of
organized violence

Sporadic

England Low and declining: riots, 1958, 1980–81, 1985,
mischaracterized as race riots

Unorganized violent
attacks

Sporadic

Table 1

Measures of Conflict by Country/Region



Bulgaria No ethnic or sectarian violence       None

Malaysia No ethnic or sectarian violence       None since 1969

Ajaria No sectarian violence       None

Sources: The data for this table were drawn from several sources. These are cited here, along with numbers of fatalities resulting from
ethnic and sectarian violence, where possible. The scoring of high, medium, and low is a judgment of relative intensity of
violence in comparison with the other cases. By 21 November 1995, 250,000 people had been reported dead or missing in the
former Yugoslavia. Other figures for the former Yugoslavia are listed in note 4. For Abkhazia, see note 5. For Algeria there are
various estimates for deaths ranging from 15,000 (John P. Entelis, “Political Islam in Algeria: The Nonviolent Dimension,” Current
History 94, 588 [January 1995]: 13) to 40,000 (Economist, 8 July 1995). For the Punjab estimates of fatalities related to sectarian
conflict range from 18,000 (Gurharpal Singh, “Punjab Elections 1992: Breakthrough or Breakdown?” Asian Survey 32, 11 [No-
vember 1992]: 988) to 20,000 (Hamish Telford, “The Political Economy of the Punjab: Creating Space for Sikh Militancy,” Asian
Survey 32, 11 [November 1992]: 969). For Kashmir, see Binder. For Egypt there have been an estimated 1,000 deaths from violent
attacks by extremist Islamic groups (Sarah Gauch, “Terror on the Nile,” Africa Report 38, 3 [May–June 1993]: 32). In Germany
from 1991 to 1993, there were a total of 5,881 attacks against “foreigners” (see Jens Alber, “Towards Explaining Anti-Foreign
Violence in Germany” [Cambridge, Mass.: Center for European Studies, Harvard University], Working Paper Series No. 53, table
1; cited in John Leslie’s article in this volume). England has experienced sporadic social violence in recent years, which has been
mischaracterized as “ethnic conflict.” Elaine Thomas describes here both the violent incidents and their misrepresentation. For
Bulgaria the only recorded deaths related to ethnic conflict occurred in riots in May 1989 in response to Todor Zhivkov’s attempt
to “Bulgarize” the country’s ethnic Turks. This riot resulted in 600 deaths (Roland Flamini, “A Modern Balkan Exodus,” Time
134, 7 [14 August 1989]: 39). There has been no cultural violence involving Pomak groups. In Malaysia the only recorded deaths
from ethnic conflict occurred in a riot in May 1969, resulting in 200 deaths (see Leon Comber, 13 May 1969: A Historical Survey
of Sino-Malay Relations [Kuala Lumpur: Heinemann Asia, 1983], p. 88, and Karl von Vorys, Democracy without Consensus [Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1975]). Georgi Derluguian in this volume argues that Ajaria experienced very little cultural
conflict in the wake of Soviet collapse. The United States has experienced sporadic and intense periods of cultural violence,
primarily directed against African Americans. Recent violence, discussed in this volume by Ronnie Lipschutz, has been directed
against the federal government.



Table 1 (cont.)

Causes of Cultural Conflict: Institutional Approach  9



Cross-regional comparisons can be suggestive, however. Our
cases vary according to ethnic and sectarian demographic composi-
tion. While the former Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union, Bul-
garia, Malaysia, the United States, and India can be considered
multiethnic or multicultural states, England and Germany are rela-
tively homogeneous; Egypt and Algeria are Muslim-majority states
with small minority populations. Despite these demographic vari-
ations, however, ethnic and sectarian violence appears to have
erupted in all of these in recent times; nonetheless, there are signifi-
cant variations in intensity among these conflicts that do not corre-
late with levels of cultural diversity. And some social conflicts have
been widely characterized as “ethnic and sectarian conflict” when
they were not.

In measuring conflict levels, our scoring is largely judgmental
and our rankings nominal rather than ordinal. We distinguish vio-
lent conflict from the legitimate and rule-based ethnic and sectarian
conflict of identity politics. Where violent cultural conflict does oc-
cur, we measure its intensity by looking at whether it is prolonged,
chronic, or sporadic, and by assessing whether it is organized or
spontaneous. Higher violence is associated with separatist or civil
wars threatening a central state; lower violence is associated with
outcomes in which state elites repress uprisings and negotiate bar-
gains with ethnic and sectarian groups. Variations in the conflicts are
summarized in Table 1.

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS

PRIMORDIALISM

How can these variations in cultural conflict best be explained?
The literature on ethnic and sectarian conflict and its absence has
offered three explanatory approaches. The first invokes the centuries
of “accumulated hatreds” between “nations” with primordial ori-
gins.10 This essentialist or primordialist approach asserts that “the
urge to define and reject the other goes back to our remotest human
ancestors, and indeed beyond them to our animal predecessors,”11

and suggests that when the grip of central control is relaxed, “people
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reflexively grasp at ethnic or national identifications or what passes
for them.”12 The argument suggests that the illiberal politics of iden-
tity, with its claims of collective exclusivity, and tendencies toward
xenophobia and intolerance are more natural to human societies
than liberal politics of interest, which hold that individuals hold
multiple and cross-cutting identities and interests that can be aggre-
gated and represented in the political arena.

But current peaceful relations, for example, between the Ger-
mans and French in Alsace-Lorraine; between whites, Africans, and
African ethnic groups in South Africa; between Pomaks, Turks, and
Bulgarians in Bulgaria; or between the Chinese and the Malay in
Malaysia suggest that even if accumulated hatreds once fanned the
flames of violent conflict, they can be attenuated by alternative
memories, more current experience, and institutional incentives. Pri-
mordial explanations that call on “centuries of accumulated hatreds” can-
not account for situations in which ethnic groups coexist peacefully. They
cannot account for differences in the political expressions of cultural differ-
ence—i.e., separatist movements, efforts to control the state, or attempts at
power-sharing with other cultural groups. They are thus guilty of selection
bias.

Primordial explanations are flawed in two further respects.
First, they fail to make the distinction between cultural identity and politi-
cally relevant cultural identity. They assume that cultural differences,
such as language, religion, cultural traditions, and ethnicity, auto-
matically lead to conflict because they assume that culturally de-
fined groups are by nature exclusionary and are dominated by
parochial values that outweigh universalistic norms. According to
primordial accounts, parochial norms attributed to cultural groups
are believed to isolate them and lead to extremism.13 Extremism
raises the odds of violence.

But cultural differences do not necessarily trigger the extrem-
ism of cultural conflict. Bulgarian Muslims possess different cultural
characteristics from Bulgarian Christians, and Ajaris see themselves
as culturally different from Georgians. But Pomaks and Bulgarians,
Ajaris and Georgians have managed to live peacefully together. In-
deed there is usually more conflict within a culturally defined group
than between different groups.14 What primordialists neglect is that
cultural identities lead to conflict only when they have become politically
charged. And cultural identity is politicized only when it becomes a
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criterion for discrimination and privilege in struggles over the dis-
tribution of political and economic resources, rights, and protection.
Our findings thus support the claim that the political relevance of
cultural identity is socially constructed.15

Second, primordial explanations ignore the role that the institutions
of the state play in easing, perpetuating, or triggering cultural conflict by
structuring incentives in ways that either exacerbate or attenuate the po-
litical relevance of cultural identity. We find that these institutional
incentives, embedded in citizenship laws, rules of accountability,
participation, and distribution, can structure political struggle in
ways that either mute or encourage ethnic and sectarian political
conflict. In Malaysia, for example, cultural identities have become
politically relevant, but the institutions of state and economy have
channeled identity politics into peaceful political competition. In
Bulgaria, Pomak cultural identity was never politicized by state in-
stitutions and never became politically relevant. In England univer-
sal membership in the political community combined with
supportive liberal institutions and the structure of party politics to
depoliticize ethnic identity, thus blocking the foothold needed by
ethnic entrepreneurs for significant participation in British politics.
These examples suggest that the state’s institutional structure and
strength should be placed at the center of any explanation of cultural
conflict.

By tracing the ways in which cultural identity is transformed
into political identity and showing how politically relevant ethnic
and sectarian identities were legitimated and in some cases created
by political institutions of recent origin, we will show that accumu-
lated hatreds do not have primordial origins and they do not neces-
sarily lead to violent conflict. Indeed we would be naive not to
recognize that hatreds do accumulate and collective memories of
victimization can lead populations to respond to politicians who
draw on the reserve of those memories to foment hatred anew in
their efforts to mobilize culturally defined groups for political action
and even violence. But we will show that in all cases, politically
charged divisions fueled by collective memory are more likely to
become violent when institutions that would shape peaceful resolu-
tions to that struggle are weak.16 Weak institutions permit political
entrepreneurs to exploit those divisions in ways that lead to vio-
lence. We thus challenge the assumption that political identities are

12  Beverly Crawford



“given” or primordial. Indeed such a characterization of those iden-
tities simply perpetuates the myths that fan the flames of ethnic
conflict and make social integration seem impossible.

SECURITY DILEMMAS

An alternative explanation for violent cultural conflict, draw-
ing on the concept of the security dilemma in international relations
theory, addresses this second deficiency in that it recognizes the im-
portance of institutions in creating social order.17 This approach im-
plicitly suggests that where institutions of central authority do not
exist and where anarchy prevails, groups tend to seek security above
all other goals. Their quest for security leads them to take measures
that render other groups insecure, and those groups in turn take
measures that threaten others. Thus a vicious cycle of escalating
threats takes hold in the absence of a central authority that could
reduce those threats. Institutional collapse or decline leads groups
to seek an offensive advantage—that is, to grasp the resources that
assure their security before these resources are seized by an oppos-
ing group. Thus the odds of violence are high when the security
dilemma prevails.

Although this approach may indeed be useful in explaining the
proximate causes of violence as a result of the actors’ strategic inter-
action, it is incomplete in four important ways. First, in equating
communal conflict with interstate conflict, it takes the formation of politi-
cally relevant cultural groups as given; preferences are assumed and not
explained. Like primordial explanations, accounts of ethnic conflict
from this approach assume that cultural groups, like states, have
conflicting and incompatible political interests, and thus they will
automatically clash. These accounts are primarily concerned with
how that clash might become violent. They ignore the evidence that
different cultural groups do not necessarily have conflicting political
interests, and they do not explore the ways in which the logic of
identity politics diverges from the logic of political competition
based on conflicts of interest under international anarchy.

Indeed the metaphor of the security dilemma in international
politics is misplaced. The political interests of culturally defined
groups, unlike the interests of states in the international system, are
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not necessarily divergent. A complete account of cultural conflict
and its escalation must assess the political transformation of these
cultural groups. It must explain why politicized social divisions did
not take the form of interest group competition, ideological move-
ments, or class-based organizations. It must also trace the process by
which cultural differences led to identity politics and explain why
some cultural divisions never became politically charged. Only then
can it explain why cultural interests might clash in the political
arena.

Second, the security dilemma metaphor makes the unwarranted as-
sumption that the function of central authority is simply to mitigate and
prevent conflict. Indeed the institutions of central authority can pro-
vide the necessary transparency and information to relieve the inse-
curity of competing groups.18 They also work to create a political
community that cements the expectation that all groups will interact
indefinitely, thus enhancing the preference for cooperation among
them. And they can repress social violence. But this rather narrow
focus on the function of institutional strength in mitigating violence
disguises the role that the institutions of central authority play in
creating and legitimating cultural conflicts or in attenuating their
intensity. They play this role by defining not only the constraints, but
also the incentives facing social and political elites. By providing
elites with both constraints and incentives, institutions shape their
interests and objectives and determine which of many social divi-
sions will become politically relevant. As Levy et al. argue, institu-
tions “shape the logic of the political game.”19 The institutions of
central authority determine whether the logic of interest-based poli-
tics, ideology-driven politics, class conflict, or identity politics will
dominate political competition. Institutions do not treat all forms of
conflict impartially because their function is to channel conflict, not
simply to mitigate and prevent it.20 Because of this channeling func-
tion, institutions not only constrain behavior, but also they shape
political preferences and identities. In short, institutions can con-
struct policies of discrimination and privilege that politicize ethnic-
ity and religion. Or they can construct rules that prohibit cultural
discrimination but provide for ideological, class, or interest-based
competition.

Third, the metaphor of the security dilemma fails to explain cultural
conflict and the outbreak of cultural violence in industrial societies where
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central authority is relatively strong and social contracts are largely con-
sidered legitimate. Accounts that use the security dilemma metaphor
to explain ethnic and sectarian conflict fail to explain the outbreak
of violence where security dilemmas do not exist. Finally, the ap-
proach fails to explain why institutions weaken and sometimes collapse. A
complete account of cultural conflict must take the causal arrow one
step back; it must account for the causes of institutional change and
the process by which change triggers cultural violence as opposed
to other kinds of conflict.

THE PANACEA OF MARKETS AND “DEMOCRACY”

Despite our refutation of essentialist explanations and our em-
pirical support for institutional arguments, our evidence challenges
the currently fashionable claim that the rapid and simultaneous con-
struction of liberal economic and democratic political institutions
can mitigate ethnic and sectarian conflict.21 Free markets create
wealth for all, the argument runs, erasing the need for violent strug-
gle over resources. And democracy permits political aggregation and
representation of all social interests, elevating conflicts of interest
that can be adjudicated in the political arena over conflicts of identity
that are more difficult to negotiate. The logic of liberal democracy
suggests that the construction of democratic institutions makes the
individual rather than collectivities the subject of legal protection and
political participation. Democratic theory claims that if ethnic and
religious conflicts do exist, they can be peacefully resolved if the
organizing principles of the political system elevate tolerance and
national unity above ethnic and religious domination and privilege.
Furthermore, it claims that federalism, confederalism, and other
forms of territorial decentralization that devolve political power to
the local level create local and responsive government that will maxi-
mize individual freedom and satisfy the claims of some groups for
autonomy and self-determination.22 In short, the classical liberal ar-
gument claims that the construction of markets and democracy and
the decentralization of political and economic power ensures that
individuals receive equal protection under the law and that eco-
nomic and political competition need no longer be violent.
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Despite widespread acceptance of these claims, however, the
evidence suggests that perceived economic inequities, particularly those
arising from current policies of economic liberalization and the longer-term
effects of globalization, can undermine liberal political practices and lead to
the illiberal politics that characterize ethnic and sectarian conflict.23 In-
deed, the case of Germany shows that a well-established liberal capi-
talist democracy is not immune to ethnic violence and that identity
politics are not always easily dissolved within pluralist polities.

We will show that where communal differences had become
politically relevant in the past, the ethnic or religious card may be
the easiest one to play in the effort to mobilize political support in
the face of the uncertainties of economic decline, in the shift from
welfare to market economies, and in the move from centralized to
decentralized polities. This is particularly evident where both politi-
cal and economic decentralization threaten to break down estab-
lished community and the liberal focus on individual self-reliance
threatens historical bonds and leads to deep insecurities. Secular
economic decline and policies of economic liberalization require the
dismantling of institutions of state resource allocation; weakened
states are unable to provide equal protection for all who live within
their territory.

Finally, the establishment of democracy is not a panacea. Lib-
eral democracies can indeed mute cultural conflict with institutions
of inclusiveness, universal representation, and electoral systems de-
signed to encourage elite compromise. Indeed a robust liberal de-
mocracy may be one of the strongest defenses against cultural
conflict. However, democracies are not all liberal. Illiberal democra-
cies may possess many of the attributes of polyarchy, like free elec-
tions, freedom of speech, freedom of movement, freedom of
association, and freedom of religion. But they pay only lip service to
the rule of law, minority and citizen rights, and independent judicial
review.24 Such systems can actually exacerbate cultural conflict. In
periods of economic uncertainty and political transition, when states
that once provided entitlements pull back or are dismantled, when
illiberal democracies are so constructed that they fail to protect
rights, and when the introduction of markets leads to deep insecu-
rities, the rich symbolic resources of ethnicity and religion offer hope
in their promise of collective power to those populations who feel
powerless under these conditions.
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THE ARGUMENT

If primordial explanations are flawed, security dilemma meta-
phors limited, and liberalization panaceas utopian, then what ex-
plains variation in conflict and violence? As noted above, our
explanation focuses on political institutions. We follow Douglas
North’s rather broad definition:

Institutions are a set of rules, compliance procedures, and moral
and ethical behavioral norms embedded in those rules and com-
pliance procedures designed to constrain the behavior of indi-
viduals in the interests of maximizing wealth, social order, and
the well-being of a society. Institutions establish the cooperative
and competitive incentives in society by virtue of their norms,
rules, and procedures.25

In short, institutions both constrain behavior and provide incentives
for cooperation and compliance in norms, rules, and procedures for
allocation, participation, representation, and accountability. As such,
institutions embody the social contract between state and society.
We will suggest that the various incentives for cooperation and com-
petion that political institutions establish will hold the key to an
explanation of cultural conflict and cooperation.

I begin with a discussion of how cultural identities are trans-
formed into political identities and how politicized cultural identi-
ties are legitimated or attenuated by state institutions. I suspect that
there will be higher levels of cultural violence in those areas where
culture was historically politicized than in those areas where culture
did not become politically relevant and other social divisions gave
rise to political competition. This is not, however, an argument that
all cultural conflict can be blamed on history. The institutions of the
modern state are crucial in either cementing, creating, or attenuating
cultural or identity politics that were created in historical power
struggles. I then turn to the consequences of institutional transfor-
mation and propose that the odds of violence increase in those coun-
tries where ethnicity and religion were historically most politicized
and where old institutions that perpetuated the political relevance
of cultural identity collapsed.
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Finally, I discuss the causes of those institutional transforma-
tions that can increase or decrease cultural conflict in the current
period: globalization and economic liberalization. To the extent that
economic liberalization and global integration bring economic
growth and to the extent that old institutions remain strong and new
institutions are resilient in creating incentives for cultural conflict in
the face of economic and political pressures that might weaken or
transform them, violence is attenuated and political conflict is con-
strained by the rules of peaceful political competition or the state’s
ability to repress dissent. Violent communal conflict will be more
intense in those areas where ethnicity and religion became politically
relevant in the past and where the institutions of central authority
are now weakened, are under pressure to change, or have simply
reconstituted their constitutive and allocative rules and procedures
under the pressures of economic liberalization and global integra-
tion. The structure of state institutions and their ability to establish
and maintain a legitimate social contract is thus key to the preven-
tion and attenuation of violent ethnic conflict; economic liberaliza-
tion and globalization can threaten to change the terms of the social
contract within these institutions, thus creating political “space” for
the appeals of ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs and their
offers of new social contracts.

TRANSFORMATION AND POLITICAL LEGITIMATION OF CULTURAL IDENTITY

There are many ways to define social interests and identify
divisions among people; not all of them become politically relevant.
In most Latin American countries, for example, institutional trans-
formation that accompanied industrialization resulted in the politi-
cal dominance of divisions between capital and labor over other
social divisions that could potentially be politicized—e.g., ethnic,
religious, or urban-rural splits.26 Why and how do cultural divisions
become more politically relevant than other social divisions?

One of the most important causes of cultural identity transfor-
mation can be found in the historical policies of colonial divide-and-
rule that separated subjugated populations along ethnic and
sectarian lines. The constraints and incentives offered by these poli-
cies created the opportunity for political entrepreneurs among colo-
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nized groups to draw on cultural identities to mobilize resistance to
imperial control, gain access to political power and territory, and
exercise power in the construction of new national institutions when
colonial power collapsed: opportunities for drawing on other iden-
tities or interests were reduced by previous colonial policies. Al-
though they differ substantially in most respects, the millet system
of Ottoman rule and British colonial policies in India discussed be-
low in this volume provide examples.

Not only external colonial domination but internal political
domination and discrimination codified in political institu-
tions—like apartheid in South Africa and the institution of slavery
and Jim Crow laws in the United States—created similar cultural
cleavages and led to similar historical struggles. Indeed with the
founding of the United States came institutional biases in favor of
people of Caucasian stock; the Naturalization Act of 1790 permitted
any white immigrant to become a citizen after two years’ residence.
The political struggles in the United States throughout the nine-
teenth century between the federal government and the states reflect
struggles between those who would politicize cultural identity and
those liberalizing forces who wanted to make other social divisions
politically relevant. That debate politicized race in the United States.

These and similar historical struggles in other regions that
transformed cultural identity into political identity always required
political entrepreneurs, individual leaders, and elites to interpret
discrimination, oppression, and privilege in ways that made cultural
identity politically relevant to their targeted constituencies. Their
interpretations were often shaped by specific institutional incen-
tives. The codification of racial segregation in the infamous Plessy v.
Ferguson decision of 1896 led to systematic discrimination against
blacks in voting, housing, transportation, and education. Black na-
tionalist leaders pointed to that discrimination in their efforts to
mobilize blacks in support for nonassimilation, arguing that system-
atic discrimination had denied them full citizenship rights. In 1954,
however, the institutional basis for segregation was abolished, and
the U.S. Supreme Court ordered integration “with all deliberate
speed.” In the 1960s, however, a new generation of black political
entrepreneurs drew on historical grievances similar to those of their
predecessors’ and used evidence of discrimination to argue not
against assimilation, but rather for the dismantling of discriminatory
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practices that prevented assimilation. Indeed political entrepreneurs
will interpret cultural grievances and shape their particular political
agenda in a number of ways, according to the institutional con-
straints and incentives that face them.

In particular, when arguing for a “state of their own,” political
entrepreneurs have also attempted to mobilize support by instilling
culturally defined groups with a mythical and heroic past, a sense
of mission and messianism, or a belief that the group had intrinsic
and unique rights to territory by virtue of its ethnic or religious
identity. For example, as Ernst Haas has noted, the southern slave-
holding elite in the United States, whose members controlled virtu-
ally all political offices in the South, believed that the white master
race was a divinely sanctioned oligarchy.27

With arguments similar to these, many political entrepreneurs
throughout the world have mobilized culturally defined groups for
political action. Some of these arguments, like the one above, are
ludicrous; other interpretations of discrimination and privilege are
justified. The point here is not the truth of the interpretation, but
rather that the most widely accepted interpretation of discrimination
has almost always depended on the political acumen of the chief
interpreters—the successful political entrepreneurs; in turn, their in-
terpretations are shaped by institutional incentives. And these inter-
pretations are the catalysts, transforming cultural identity into
political identity.

Finally, the institutions of the central state, constructed in the
critical historical period of nation-building, determined whether or
not politicized cultural identity would be cemented in social and
political practice and whether culturally defined groups would seek
autonomy, separatism, or the right to participate with others in the
political arena. Sometimes, as in parts of the former Soviet Union,
these institutions created new cultural divisions that were not pre-
viously in place. At other times, as in postwar federal Yugoslavia,
new institutions reinforced cultural divisions created by the histori-
cal interpretations of successful political entrepreneurs. Always,
however, the institutions of the state set the terms of the social con-
tract. The institutions that embodied the social contract structured
the terms of membership in the political community, the rules of
political participation and accountability, the relationship between a
state’s central government and its various regions, and criteria for
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the production and distribution of material resources.28 In some
cases, the social contract allocated resources according to previously
established cultural criteria; in other cases, it eschewed those criteria
in favor of merit, class, regional or territorial distinctions, or other
criteria.

Where state institutions structure political membership and re-
source distribution according to ascriptive criteria, rewarding and
punishing particular ethnic or religious groups, politicized cultural
divisions become legitimate in the political arena, thus intensifying
their political relevance. This means that the preferential political
institutions themselves can have the effect of intensifying and even
actively creating political groups that legitimate identity-based po-
litical struggles and the allocation of benefits. Preferential policies
can then generate a backlash on the part of those groups excluded
from benefits, intensifying the militancy of the beneficiaries and re-
inforcing the importance of ascription as the principle of choice in
allocating benefits.29 Alternatively politically relevant cultural iden-
tity may be attenuated by state institutions whose rules of allocation,
participation, and membership do not recognize cultural difference
as politically relevant. These rules are considered to be one of the
central hallmarks of the liberal state. Secular states, for example,
weaken the political relevance of religious differences. Universal suf-
frage and citizenship rights weaken the political relevance of race
and gender divisions.

The example of citizenship rights illustrates how membership
rules can attenuate or exaggerate the political relevance of cultural
identity. Citizenship rules can be either inclusive or exclusive. Inclu-
sive citizenship rules make individual civic behavior the criteria for
membership, regardless of the individual’s cultural attributes. Ex-
clusive membership rules, in contrast, restrict membership in the
political community to those people who are of a specified cultural
origin, speak a specific language or practice a certain religion. Inclu-
sive citizenship criteria weaken the political relevance of cultural
difference; exclusive membership criteria strengthen it.

Membership in the political community, however, is not the
only determinant or “cementer” of the content of political identity.
Countries with inclusive citizenship laws need supportive institu-
tions of participation and allocation to ensure that cultural identity
will not become politically relevant or that its relevance will be
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weakened. They need a police force to protect some cultural groups
against others who would perpetrate hate crimes. They need a po-
litical system that represents the interests of all citizens. They need
a system of justice that bolsters equal citizenship rights. And they
need allocative institutions to address problems of discrimination
and to ensure that equality of citizens is a fact and not simply an
empty right. Without a set of supportive institutions, formal laws
granting inclusive membership in the political community cannot
prevent the politicization of cultural identity by those who practice
racist and discriminatory acts. As the British case described here will
show, it is not specific or isolated institutions, but rather critical
institutional “clusters” that determine whether or not cultural iden-
tity will be relevant in the political arena and how identity politics
is practiced.

Countries whose institutions make cultural identity politically
relevant also need supportive institutions to cement that culturally
defined political identity and structure rules in which political com-
petition among cultural groups is considered fair by all competitors
if they wish to maintain social stability. Systems of proportional rep-
resentation, for example, are often made more legitimate by rules for
executive power-sharing. In Malaysia political parties are ethnically
based with a moderate Islamic catch-all party for the Malays, ensur-
ing representation for all cultural groups. The New Economic Policy
(NEP) provides a system of resource allocation that privileges Ma-
lays who have experienced economic discrimination. The allocative
system is intended to bring fairness to the system of distribution and
thus bolster the legitimacy of the system of political representation.

Only through a set of linked supportive institutions can par-
ticular political identities be cemented and social practices consistent
with institutional rules result. When institutions send conflicting
signals about the character of political identity, their legitimacy de-
creases, and with decreased legitimacy, they can no longer effectively
shape the political identity of those in their jurisdiction. This last
point requires elaboration.

The Importance of Institutional Legitimacy and Strength. When po-
litical institutions make ascription—that is, cultural distinctions— a
criterion for membership, participation, and allocation, identity poli-
tics is played out in the political arena. When the institutions of
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central authority are strong and perceived as legitimate, and when
resource allocation is considered fair, political conflicts are less likely
to become violent. Indeed perceptions of fair resource allocation are
a key pillar of institutional legitimacy. Strong and legitimate institu-
tions provide broadly accepted channels of political competition
within which political actors operate in normal times. They allow
central authorities to make credible commitments to distribute bene-
fits and structure bargaining among various groups in ways that will
be perceived as mutually advantageous. Institutional legitimacy en-
hances institutional capacity, thus reducing the threat of communal
conflict by increasing the benefits of peaceful dispute resolution and
reducing the benefits of violence. Although these institutions may
privilege some groups over others, they can counter the threat of
backlash with offers of side payments and compensation to those
who see themselves as harmed by the preferential practices.

It would be wrong to assert that perfect social harmony is the
result. These institutions often foster resentment because of these
practices of privilege and compensation, but where they are consid-
ered essentially legitimate, their behavioral rules are echoed in other
organizations and in the society at large. Thus these institutions can
create “sticky” norms that shape social practice even in periods of
institutional disruption. These norms, reflected in dominant public
attitudes, act as a firebreak against ethnic and sectarian violence in
that they provide the basis for a legitimate contract between state
and society that ensures a degree of domestic order. In Germany, for
example, a relatively strong set of institutions protecting individual
rights weakened the discriminatory power of exclusive citizenship
laws and created a large constituency that opposed discrimination
and violence against immigrants. But the German case also suggests
that social norms are ultimately dependent on institutional rules and
procedures. Cultural violence in Germany was attenuated when
those institutions were strong and violence was at its height when
those institutions were weakened.

The opposite is true when state institutions are considered un-
fair, illegitimate, and oppressive. Often privilege is granted to one
group, and others are excluded from the privileged resource alloca-
tion. Resentment is likely to build but will be repressed as long as
the state is strong enough to exert coercive power to maintain social
order. As we shall see in the pages that follow, for example, both
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Punjabi Sikhs and Georgian peasants in Abkhazia were excluded
from privileged resource allocation. Thus both sought to secede from
the governing state that they perceived as oppressive. As long as that
state remained strong enough to repress dissent and as long as these
two groups continued to be deprived of resources for mobilization,
their grievances festered, but they did not resort to violence until the
institutions of the central state weakened.

Our first set of propositions, then, is the following:

· The political relevance of cultural cleavages will be sustained
and in some cases even created if they are legitimized by the
dominant institutions of state and economy.

· Conversely, the political relevance of cultural identity can be
weakened if it is not legitimated by those institutions.

· To the extent that those institutions are strong and legitimate,
they can attenuate that political relevance or channel it in the
direction of nonviolent political competition.

· To the extent that the institutions are strong enough to coerce
but illegitimate in the eyes of the groups excluded from prefer-
ential access to resources, resentments build but will be re-
pressed and violence will be attenuated.

· To the extent that institutions charged with maintaining order
are weak, and to the extent that previous institutions encour-
aged identity politics and separatist solutions to redress griev-
ances of particular cultural groups, the odds of violence
increase.

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE, POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS, BANDWAGONING,
AND ETHNIC ALLIANCES

In those societies whose institutions are under pressure and
weakened and whose institutional legacy perpetuated and either
formally or informally politicized ethnic or sectarian cleavages, po-
litical entrepreneurs emerge who have both the incentive and the
opportunity to exploit cultural cleavages and perceived inequities in
an effort to mobilize popular support. In part, institutional legacies
determine whether populations will respond to these mobilization
efforts. If political institutions encourage identity politics and if pro-
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hibitions against the practice of extreme identity politics are weak,
bandwagoning effects are likely to take hold. This means that when
one individual sees others responding to an ethnic entrepreneur or
engaing in ethnic protest, the costs of joining decrease; as the costs
of joining are reduced, others are encouraged to join; indeed the costs
of not joining might go up. Bandwagoning effects can escalate ethnic
conflict to violence; the odds of violence increase when ethnic alli-
ances are formed across borders.

When weakened states and resources are scarce, political entre-
preneurs—whether in government or in opposition—have little to
offer in exchange for support. Limited resources increase their incen-
tive to distribute particular benefits to important supporters rather
than to espouse general welfare policies whose benefits to individu-
als are diffuse. Under conditions of resource scarcity and institu-
tional uncertainty and weakness, in societies where an entrenched
tradition of cultural privilege and discrimination prevailed, politi-
cians are tempted to privilege—or promise to privilege—the mem-
bers of one ethnic or religious community over others. This is
because their cheif constituency may be a particular cultural group
and because cultural patronage networks—as allocative mecha-
nisms—require few transaction costs. In Yugoslavia, for example, the
weaker the central government became, the more allocative author-
ity fell into the hands of regional party elites. The deepening eco-
nomic crisis and the collapse of the social welfare system made their
role and their patronage networks increasingly important because
their aid became indispensable in keeping both enterprises and in-
dividuals afloat; they made significant allocative decisions in the
economy, as well as political and administrative appointments based
on ethnic and cultural bonds created in their local communities.

With regard to the institutions of representation in new or frag-
ile democracies where resources are scarce and the legacies of ethnic
machines still linger, the requirement for electoral support may pro-
vide more of an incentive for political entrepreneurs to make extrem-
ist appeals that promise more benefits to the targeted ethnic group
than for them to make moderate appeals to a wider population.30 In
explaining why he formed a nationalist Muslim political party in
Bosnia, the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), Alija IzetbogoviŒ il-
lustrated this logic: “Perhaps in four or five years we shall have
passed through the minefield to the horizon of civil society. For now,
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unfortunately, our party must be sectional. . . . The parties that try to
represent everyone are small and weak.”31 Before the elections of
1996, the SDA, following this logic, escalated its rhetoric of identity
politics and actively and brutally oppressed the nonsectarian oppo-
sition.

If the targeted ethnic group is in the majority, the temptation to
make ethnic appeals for electoral support is high if opponents are
making appeals on alternative bases, especially when past institu-
tional legacies provide the political entrepreneur with an “ethnic
machine” that can deliver voter support in exchange for a credible
promise of resources. Even if the targeted ethnic group is in the
minority, the temptation exists to play the ethnic card by demanding
ethnic autonomy. That temptation is heightened when the ethnic
entrepreneur stands to gain autonomous power over a specific ter-
ritory.32

Nonetheless, even if political entrepreneurs practice identity
politics in electoral campaigns and make appeals based on exclusive
promises to specific cultural groups, there is no guarantee that those
appeals will result in an enthusiastic response from the targeted
population; indeed the efforts of ethnic entrepreneurs do not auto-
matically result in successful political mobilization. We can expect
that populations jolted out of previous roles and identities by insti-
tutional reform and collapse and soured by perceived inequities may
be particularly open to political appeals that emphasize cultural op-
pression, discrimination, and privilege. But in the recent elections in
post-apartheid South Africa, for example—a country undergoing a
dramatic institutional and social upheaval—nationalist, separatist
leaders in both majority and minority populations were unable to
gain a significant political foothold. This was the result despite dec-
ades of apartheid and what some might call ancient hatreds. The
ethnic appeals of Muslim Bulgarian political entrepreneurs also fell
on deaf ears after the fall of communism there, despite institutional
collapse. But ethnic appeals in the republics of Serbia, Croatia, and
Bosnia after 1989, nativist appeals of German political entrepreneurs
in the 1980s, “skinhead” rhetoric there shortly after German unifica-
tion, and the separatist appeals of Abkhazian and Sikh radicals reso-
nated with significant elements of the populations in these regions.
Why?
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As noted, a critical part of the explanation has to do with insti-
tutional legacies and current institutional practices—the extent to
which identity politics was and continues to be cememted in political
institutions and the extent to which the population expects that iden-
tity politics will dominate current political competition. The odds are
higher that ethnic or sectarian political entrepreneurs fomenting cul-
tural conflict will succeed in their mobilization efforts in those places
where institutional legacies created the expectation that identity poli-
tics would dominate the political game, even if old institutions sup-
porting that political logic weakened and collapsed. Note the
“success” of Vladislav Ardzinba of Abkhazia, Slobodan MiloševiŒ of
Serbia, and Franjo Tudjman of Croatia. When new institutions are able
to even partially erase those legacies, their chances of success dimin-
ish. The South African case provides a good example.

Conversely, the odds are higher that political entrepreneurs
who wish to mitigate cultural conflict and mobilize populations
around ideological appeals or regional (as opposed to cultural)
autonomy will be more successful when the institutional legacy sup-
ports their efforts—that is, when the institutional carriers of identity
politics have not been strong and when new institutions do not en-
courage divisive identity politics. Kiro Gligorov’s relative success in
Macadonia and Aslan Abashidze’s success in Ajaria illustrate the
point. And where the institutional carriers of identity politics have
been weak, political entrepreneurs fomenting cultural conflict have
been less than successful. Note the relative lack of success of the
VMRO in Macadonia, the radical Muslim party in Malaysia, and
Kamen Burov in Bulgaria. In short, the resources available for the reali-
zation of the goals of political entrepreneurs vary according to the institu-
tional legacies and degree of institutional strength in their country or
region, and those resources will be good predictors of their success.

In Britain, for example, where liberal institutions are relatively
strong, the resources available to nativist political entrepreneurs
who would foment violence against immigrants are scarce. In Ger-
many, where institutions are predominantly liberal but citizenship
is defined in ethnocultural terms and the political party system was
undergoing change and experiencing gridlock, ethnic entrepreneurs
had a wider range of available resources for political mobilization
using ethnic appeals against immigrant populations. At the other
extreme, in Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia, where Titoist institutions
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had deeply politicized ethnic and religious cleavages and where old
institutions quickly disintegrated, political entrepreneurs practicing
identity politics had a vast array of resources to exchange for support
before institutional transformation could begin.

Indeed success and failure in political mobilization efforts
based on the rhetoric of identity politics is highly correlated with
institutional legacies. But what is the process or mechanism by which
successful mobilization occurs? Strategic interaction theories explain
how support for an ethnic entrepreneur can spread beyond the sup-
port of those who receive direct and tangible benefits in exchange.33

They suggest that bandwagon effects influence each individual’s
choice to engage in identity politics. Both subsequent reduced costs
of joining and increased social pressure to join exacerbate band-
wagon effects. When one ethnic group jumps on the ethnic band-
wagon, other groups are motivated to take countermeasures and
jump on bandwagons of their own in order to balance against the first
group’s strength. Thus the importance of timing to the odds of esca-
lating cultural conflict. The initial success of one ethnic entrepreneur
lowers the costs and raises the incentives for other politicians from
other ethnic groups to pursue exclusive ethnic or religious national-
ist strategies. That is, when one ethnic bandwagon is filled, those
who are excluded because they belong to a different ethnic group
feel threatened, and they respond by creating bandwagons of their
own. As bandwagons from opposing groups fill, holdouts feel in-
creased pressure to build and jump on their own bandwagons lest
they be left standing alone. Timur Kuran explains bandwagoning
and balancing this way:

When members of one ethnic group start engaging in more ethnic
activity, attention is drawn to society’s ethnic divisions. Members
of other groups are thus reminded of their outsider status vis-à-
vis the group that initiated the process. Motivated to ensure that
some group accepts them, they feel pressured to make more pub-
lic displays of their identity.34

But how do identity politics escalate and become violent? Just
because ethnic entrepreneurs may practice identity politics and just
because they can mobilize support for that practice does not auto-
matically mean that violence will be the result. Kuran argues that to
get the ethnic bandwagon rolling, political entrepreneurs must in-
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itially arouse emotions and evoke images through vivid public acts.
Particularly effective are acts of violence or civil disobedience. These
acts are sometimes small and sporadic, but they can create the initial
social pressure required to join the ethnic bandwagon. Extremists are
the ones likely to engage in these initial acts; they climb on the band-
wagon first to set it in motion, while moderates join later on and thus
move toward extremist positions, particularly when constraints on
extremism are weak. The bandwagon can also start to roll when
violence is initiated against a particular group by the state. In this
case, moderates are likely to be rapidly discredited and the value of
extremism is heightened. The Indian army’s storming of the Sikhs’
Golden Temple provides a good example.

This escalation to violence when institutions weaken or col-
lapse is not unique to the practice of identity politics. Class conflict
and ideological cleavages escalate to violence in a similar way. The
difference is this: the odds that bandwagoning effects under the in-
stitutional conditions described here will escalate to violence are
higher because resource claims based on exclusive cultural criteria
are incompatible. Compromise is always difficult when extremists
dominate the political arena; it is more diffucult because cultural
identity is fixed and non-negotiable; exclusive claims on resources
for distinct cultural groups mobilized by myths of superiority and
intrinsic rights are particularly difficult to compromise.

We will witness this process in many of the stories told here. In
the Yugoslav case, the escalation of ethnic nationalism that led to the
1970–71 crisis in Croatia began with banal incidents that were dis-
counted and therefore tolerated, encouraging escalation.35 The cen-
tral state, then still strong enough to do so, was able to quell the
violence. The 1981 Albanian riots in Kosovo began in a similar fash-
ion, but the central state was weaker and violence began to spread.
Shortly before the war broke out, mass demonstrations to protest
Albanian discrimination against Serbs in Kosovo began with small
groups of protesters but expanded to crowds numbering as many as
one million. In Croatia, Croat gangs, often aided by the police, fire-
bombed Serb homes, smashed storefronts, and arrested Serb leaders,
fueling Croat nationalist sentiments and thus strengthening the po-
litical appeals of Croat ethnic entrepreneurs. In the German case, the
process of escalation to large-scale violence was precipitated by the
attack of eight young skinheads on Vietnamese street merchants in
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Hoyerswerda. That initial act of violence was conveyed by electronic
media, triggering similar incidents which spread not only through-
out the east, but to the west as well. Once Hoyerswerda demon-
strated the “success” of such action—that is, the action was not
penalized by either state authority or public opinion—potential ag-
gressors elsewhere risked little but expected to gain prestige among
their peers by engaging in similar acts.

As the examples above suggest, political institutions can en-
courage or inhibit these bandwagoning effects. In Abkhazia, for ex-
ample, institutions encouraged bandwagoning effects. Institutions
providing preferential policies for the Abkhazian population
spurred demands from the Georgian population to provide prefer-
ential policies for Georgians. In response, Abkhazian elites escalated
their demands for more preferential policies. Georgians resisted; eth-
nic tensions heightened. The Yugoslav case tells a similar story.

Conversely, institutions can squelch the temptation to band-
wagon.36 In post-Wall Germany ethnic bandwagoning escalated to
violence when an institutional vacuum opened in the east; it halted
when liberal institutions regained strength. Indeed the lesson of the
German case is that it was the absence of institutions to prevent ethnic
bandwagoning that permitted the violent escalation of ethnic ten-
sions and the reinstatement of institutional constraints that
squelched the bandwagoning effect. But in a more subtle sense,
when institutions are too weak to meet the political demands of
culturally defined groups, when they can no longer make conces-
sions to those groups and adjudicate disputes, the benefits of non-
violent political action are reduced. When all nonviolent means are
exhausted, these groups may feel that they have nothing to lose
through violent acts. Indeed, as we shall see, this was the case in both
Punjab and Kashmir.

Finally, bandwagoning accounts draw our attention to the im-
portance of ethnic alliances, which raise the odds of the escalation
of identity politics to cultural conflict. As the bandwagons begin to
roll faster, costs of participation are further lowered if ethnic alli-
ances form across borders, bringing material and symbolic resources
to new ethnic movements and parties from the more established
ones. These resources affect the available incentive structure of po-
litical elites and push them to jump on the ethnic bandwagon.37 In
Bosnia “sister” Serb and Croat nationalist parties had preponderant
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resources, crowding out non-nationalist alternatives. Abkhazian
separatists called on former KGB members, elements of the Soviet
army, and the Confederation of the Mountain Peoples of the Cau-
casus for material support in their war of succession. Radical Islamic
groups formed transnational coalitions to facilitate acts of violence
across state borders. As both the Abkhazian and the Bulgarian cases
demonstrate, Western human rights organizations and aid agencies
have unwittingly abetted the agendas of ethnic and religious entre-
preneurs in post-Communist regions and helped to swell the ranks
of their supporters by providing or promising to provide material or
symbolic support to targeted cultural groups. In those cases where
powerful transnational patrons have encouraged a violent grasp for
power on the part of their clients, in transforming societies with
weakened state institutions, the odds of violence increase.

Our second set of propositions is thus the following:

· When state institutions that sustain the social contract or repress
excluded groups are weakened and placed under pressure by
internal or external forces in societies where cultural identity
had become politically relevant, ethnic and sectarian violence
can erupt.

· The eruptions will be more intense in states where political
identity was most politicized and where institutions were most
severely weakened. In those states, political entrepreneurs will
be able to more easily mobilize support based on ethnic or sec-
tarian appeals.

· The odds of violence increase when institutions either encour-
age bandwagoning effects or are too weak to stop them.

· The odds of violence increase when cultural alliances are
formed across borders and the alliance partner encourages vio-
lence.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CULTURAL CONFLICT

Economic factors operate in four ways to raise the odds that
communal conflict will escalate to violence. First, economic discrimina-
tion and privilege on the basis of ascriptive criteria cause cultural identity
to become politically relevant and intensify cultural identities that have
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already become politically charged. Economic discrimination and privi-
lege can thus politicize cultural identity, even if the rules of political
institutions encourage the political relevance of other social divisions.
In many regions where cultural conflict has erupted, an ethnic or
sectarian “division of labor” historically provided for the preferential
allocation of resources to particular cultural groups. Over time, pref-
erential systems of resource allocation created both collective resent-
ments and claims on resources based on past entitlements and
perceptions of an inherent right to those resources. These resentments
and resource claims were woven into the fabric of the collective
political identity of particular cultural groups. In Abkhazia, for exam-
ple, the Abkhazes controlled the most lucrative crops, and their control
over local administration gave them an edge in their economic com-
petition with Georgian peasants. Georgian collective farms experi-
enced tighter central control and fewer subsidies than Abkhazian
farms. In India the Green Revolution made Punjab the breadbasket of
the country, and thus the central government starved Sikhs in the
region of industrial development, leading them to believe that they
were being exploited for food supplies without adequate compensa-
tion. The resentments of both Georgian peasants in Abkhazia and
Sikhs in Punjab provided them with strong incentives to free them-
selves from the oppressive yoke of central governments practicing
economic discrimination. Georgians wanted Abkhazia to become part
of Georgia, and Sikhs pushed for Punjab’s independence.

Second, economic factors can weaken the political institutions that
uphold the social contracts that provide social stability. Economic factors
can also weaken the institutions which repressed those cultural groups with
political grievances. There are, of course, many reasons for institu-
tional weakness and transformation—internal corruption, bureau-
cratic rigidity, rent-seeking behavior on the part of government
elites, a failure to deliver on democratic promises, or simply consti-
tutional changes, to name just a few. Even weakened institutions,
however, can maintain a credible commitment to uphold the social
contract if they have adequate material resources to exchange for
social support or to repress dissent. When the resources of institu-
tions that provided accepted distributive channels are diminished,
however, those institutions withdraw from their distributive role in
society. When they withdraw by dismantling their social welfare
systems and privatizing state enterprises, those who are disadvan-
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taged by that withdrawal often blame the state for their hardships.
These populations become increasingly cynical about their political
membership in those states; a gradual loss in government legitimacy
is the result.38 Further, states that use discrimination and repression
to maintain social order need resources to reinforce coercive policies
targeted against specific cultural groups. When those resources are
diminished, coercion can fail, and political entrepreneurs are likely
to seize the opportunity to capture the state or secede from it. We
must therefore look to the factors that diminish those resources if we
are to understand the conditions under which institutional transfor-
mation raises the odds of cultural violence.

Our cases point to long-term globalization trends and short-
term policy responses to those trends—i.e., forces that reduce the
state’s role in the economy and reduce its sovereignty over political
membership—as the key domestic causes of broken social contracts
and failed coercive policies. Global immigration patterns undermine
the contract for political membership. National economic growth
and decline and the level of external debt affect the level of resources
that the state can allocate, and short-term policies of economic liber-
alization yield up the state’s distributive powers to the market. In-
deed when states make the decision to allow the market to pick
economic winners and losers, they can break the social contract that
once permitted them to soften some of the disadvantages suffered
by particular cultural groups. The state’s ability to soften such dis-
advantages permitted the integration of those groups into the politi-
cal community. All of these forces of globalization and liberalization
thus have an important impact on the state’s ability to support insti-
tutions that provide social order or repress dissent.

Similarly, policies of economic decentralization can break the
social contract that once permitted central governments to transfer
resources to minority ethnic or religious groups who would lose
those resources if local majority authorities gained control. Policies
of decentralization can also break the cycle of economic discrimina-
tion against distinct regional cultural groups. These policies
heighten the motivation of political entrepreneurs to confront the
center and strengthen their hand with populations in their regions
with their promises of autonomy. Policies of decentralization also
break the chain of central control over repressive institutions, creat-
ing new opportunities for political opposition. When opposition po-
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litical entrepreneurs have tangible resources to provide, they are
likely to gain support.

Globalization and liberalization can trigger conflict only when
economic hardships result and when those hardships fall dispropor-
tionately on distinct cultural groups. Indeed in some important cases,
economic liberalization has mitigated cultural conflict. For example,
as Malaysian prosperity expands the economic pie, increasing re-
sources are available for all cultural groups. Because the allocative
institutions that support the social contract distribute these resources
in ways widely perceived as fair, this prosperity solidifies the legiti-
macy of the social contract and denies sectarian political entrepreneurs
the grievances that could become the fuel for political mobilization.
In Punjab, where central state restrictions have been lifted, market-
stimulated growth may indeed benefit disgruntled Sikh farmers, who
were excluded from a system of ascriptive resource allocation. But a
note of caution is in order: it is only when states “win” in market
competition and when previously disadvantaged groups benefit that
economic transformation can mute cultural conflicts.

Third, economic factors not only affect the strength of institutions at
the top within society, but they also directly create conditions at the bottom
that make social groups receptive to the appeals of political entrepreneurs.39

Economic hardship provides a concrete justification for political
grievances that can be transformed into a resource for political mo-
bilization.

Economic crisis and change always cause social disruption and
radical dislocation of communities. When secular economic trends
lead to low growth, debt crises, rising unemployment, and rising rates
of immigration, and when the resulting hardships and benefits are
disproportionately allocated among various cultural groups, existing
political cleavages based on cultural difference are exacerbated and
new ones are created. In Bulgaria, for example, the introduction of
markets and the restitution of land created disproportionate unem-
ployment among the Muslim population. In England, as industry
declined in the early 1980s, the resulting unemployment was dispro-
portionately allocated to minority populations. As Elaine Thomas
describes here, in 1984, 95 percent of Handsworth’s black school
leavers and 84 percent of their Asian counterparts remained jobless.
It was in this area that a major riot broke out.
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Economic hardships that lead cultural groups to distrust the
state can make these groups available for reassignment to new po-
litical identities. The losers in economic transformation will attempt
to use their political resources and position to resist changes that
disadvantage them. Economic difficulties that fall disproportion-
ately on culturally defined social groups thus create the demand for
the goods that political entrepreneurs promise to deliver, particu-
larly when those same factors that fuel cultural grievances also re-
duce government resources to uphold the social contract.

State withdrawal from its allocative role, the introduction of
markets, and disproportionate economic hardships are grist for the
mill of eager political entrepreneurs. This is exemplified in the case
of Bulgaria. There the former Communist regime provided the Turk-
ish minority with economic security. Ethnic Turks were concentrated
in the tobacco industry; the state purchased tobacco, ensuring full
lifetime employment. With the fall of communism, however, the in-
efficient and uncompetitive tobacco industry was privatized, and its
failure in global markets left the majority of Turks unemployed and
destitute. Now Turkish political entrepreneurs in Bulgaria label un-
employment “ethnic genocide” in their effort to mobilize the Turkish
population against the liberalizing policies of the new regime.

Finally, the political entrepreneurs who are able to offer tangible re-
sources to disadvantaged populations are those most likely to gain support.
For example, privatization deprives trade union leaders of the re-
sources needed to mobilize support around class identities; local
officials, however, who have a cache of resources or foreign support
from a diaspora ethnic or religious community will be able to mobi-
lize support around an ethnic or religious identity. If would-be eth-
nic or sectarian nationalists have no tangible resources to offer, they
may be able to initiate random terrorist acts, but they will be unlikely
to gain the necessary support to play a role in the political arena,
capture the state, or secede from it.

The level of material resources available to competing political
entrepreneurs is dependent upon two conditions: 1) the degree to
which cultural criteria were historically used to allocate these re-
sources; political systems in which resources were once allocated
according to ethnic and sectarian criteria provide some modern eth-
nic and sectarian political entrepreneurs with a stash of material
resources available for political mobilization, and 2) the level of re-
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sources provided by international alliances. In the Bulgarian case
cited above, Turkish political entrepreneurs had few tangible re-
sources to offer in exchange for support. Because cultural identity in
Bulgaria was not politically charged and because the Turkish
party—the MRF—was legally prohibited from constituting itself as
an ethnic party, its influence with the Turkish population was mini-
mized. Although the MRF plays an important political role in Bul-
garia, it has not been able to mobilize enough support in order to
introduce the logic of identity politics into the political arena.

In regions where ethnic and sectarian entrepreneurs had more
tangible resources to offer, they were able to gain increasing political
power. Particularly where fiscal crises were deep, space was opened
for politically relevant cultural groups to usurp the state’s previous
allocative functions and deliver alternative economic benefits to tar-
geted cultural groups. By providing an alternative channel for eco-
nomic resources, these groups either provide the first impetus for
the politicization of cultural identity or they further mobilize politi-
cal support against state institutions and intensify the political rele-
vance of cultural identity. By becoming an alternative distributor of
material goods in Egypt, for example, the moderate Muslim Broth-
erhood has been able to deepen and sometimes create the political
relevance of Muslim identity. Indeed the Muslim Brotherhood and
the FIS (Islamic Salvation Front) in Algeria have far more support
that can be translated into political power than Gamma or Islamic
Jihad, which can offer only an alternative identity but few tangible
resources. These groups obtained tangible resources from transi-
tional Islamic groups. In the former Soviet Union regional officials
with access to material goods have been able to prevail over political
competitors who can offer only symbolic resources. Because they
were well positioned to convert the local state apparatus into a
mechanism for the distribution of patronage, they have been able to
create new political identities—often ethnic or sectarian—among
their clients.

Where the fiscal crisis is deep, where cultural identities have
been politicized but where political entrepreneurs have few tangible
resources to offer, they may be able to organize for only sporadic
violence against the regime in power or against groups who alleg-
edly caused the economic hardship (often minority immigrant popu-
lations). In East Germany after 1990, for example, the increasing
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presence of immigrants provided a focus for dissatisfactions and
resentments, as the native population saw public expenditures going
to “foreigners” while they were faced with rising unemployment
and housing shortages. Sporadic violence against foreigners was the
result. When economic crisis was attenuated and political institu-
tions were restored, violence receded.

In short, when economic decline, rising immigration, liberali-
zation policies, and decentralization reduce central state resources
required to uphold the social contract, that contract can break. If the
costs of broken social contracts fall disproportionately on culturally
defined groups, the door opens to political entrepreneurs bent on
mobilizing populations along ethnic and sectarian lines. Cuts in re-
sources to culturally defined populations ensure that their appeals
will not fall on deaf ears. But only those political entrepreneurs who
have tangible resources to offer in exchange for support are likely to
succeed in meeting their goals.

Our third set of propositions is the following:

· Economic discrimination and privilege on the basis of ascriptive
criteria cause cultural identity to become politically relevant.

· Economic globalization and domestic economic policy re-
sponses can weaken the political institutions that upheld the
social contract that provided social stability or the institutions
that repressed dissent. Broken social contracts and weakened
repressive institutions open political space for ethnic and sec-
tarian entrepreneurs to mobilize support for their efforts to cap-
ture the state or secede from it.

· Economic hardships that fall directly and disproportionately on
culturally defined social groups create the demand for the
goods that ethnic and sectarian political entrepreneurs promise
to deliver.

· The political entrepreneurs who are able to offer tangible re-
sources to disadvantaged populations are most likely to gain
support. The resources available to them are directly related to
legacies of institutional resource allocation—whether cultural
criteria were used as allocative principles or not—and to the
level of resources available from international alliances.
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· The extent of institutional disruption brought on by economic
transformation and disproportionate economic deprivation,
combined with the extent to which cultural distinctions were
previously politicized and the level of resources available to
political entrepreneurs who promote violence, will largely de-
termine whether identity politics escalates to communal vio-
lence and will largely determine the intensity of that violence.

CONCLUSION

In sum, the central argument of this volume can be distilled as
follows: Cultural identities can be transformed into political identities
when cultural groups are targeted for privilege or discrimination and
when economic factors, no matter how “impersonal,” lead to dispro-
portionate hardships among culturally defined populations. The in-
stitutions of the central state can either legitimate the political
relevance of cultural identity and channel cultural conflict in ways
that achieve social harmony, or they can mute the political relevance
of cultural identity and construct channels of allocation without re-
gard to cultural differences. Economic strength contributes to the
institutional strength that mutes the political identity of culturally
defined groups or channels identity politics to peaceful conflict reso-
lution. When these institutions are weakened, political entrepreneurs
in divided societies can mobilize support around cultural identities
where they had been previously legitimized, or they can act to trans-
form cultural into political identity by pointing to disproportionate
hardships where politicized cultural identities did not previously
exist. Economic factors can thus impact both identity transformation
and institutional strength. If institutional legacies encourage identity
politics, if economic grievances are defined in cultural terms, if politi-
cal entrepreneurs are initially successful in their cultural appeals for
political support, bandwagoning effects and ethnic alliances increase
the odds that identity politics will escalate to violence.

The chapters in this introductory section elaborate on the cen-
tral concepts inroduced here, and the case studies follow. In the
concluding section, I draw upon the wealth of material in the stories
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told in those case studies in order to defend each step of the argu-
ment.
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