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Insurgency & Ethnic Conflict 

Containing Fear: The Origins & Management of Ethnic Conflict 
By: Lake & Rothchild 

What causes ethnic conflict, and why does it escalate? This article in International Security argues that intense ethnic conflict is usually caused by collective fears for the future. It presents a framework for understanding the origins and management of ethnic conflict, and recommends how the international community can intervene more effectively.

Three key factors contribute to the development of ethnic conflict: Information failure, when individuals or groups misrepresent or misinterpret information about other groups; Problems of credible commitment, when one group cannot credibly reassure another that it will not renege on or exploit a mutual agreement; and Security dilemmas, when one or more disputing parties has an incentive to use pre-emptive force. When these factors take hold, groups become apprehensive, the state weakens, and conflict becomes more likely. Ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs build on fears and insecurity and polarize society. Political memories and emotions magnify these anxieties, driving groups further apart. A dangerous atmosphere of distrust and suspicion is created which can explode into violence.

Confidence-building measures can promote the rights and positions of minority groups, reassuring them about their physical and cultural security. These measures include demonstrations of respect such as power sharing. Elections can produce group interdependence, and regional autonomy and federalism can promote confidence amongst local leaders. Measures can be undertaken by local governments or promoted by the international community.

If states cannot prevent conflict, then external interventions by concerned states or organizations often take place. These can be non-coercive intervention, such as protests or sanctions, coercive intervention, or third party mediation.
Information failures, problems of credible commitment and security dilemmas exist in all ethnically divided nations, and conflict always remains a possibility. International interventions should focus on three key areas: information management, support for failing states, and investment in the implementation of peace agreements.

· International actors should ensure that objective, unbiased, and balanced information is widely available in states threatened with intense conflict.
· As potential for conflict increases, groups turn away from the state or attempt to seize it to further their own security. Decreased state capacity to arbitrate between groups and enforce ethnic contracts is a herald of violence. Preventing state breakdown can help mitigate potential violence.
· Implementing peace agreements is as important as negotiating them, and can be more difficult and complex. Stable peace can only arise, as government institutions are re-established, the state mediates between ethnic groups and parties gain confidence in new agreements.

There are several steps the international community can take to make interventions more effective.

· As conflict escalates, external states and organizations should consider jamming radio stations making inflammatory appeals. After the crisis has ceased, external actors can use radio, fax and Internet to share information with warring parties and verify compliance with new agreements.
· External actors should ensure that confidence-building measures are in place and that states live up to minimum standards of legal order and political and human rights. Trade and financial aid should be linked to minimum international standards of domestic order.
· International bodies should assemble early warning systems, and identify possible mediators and forces for peacemaking and enforcement.
· International actors should invest substantially in implementing peace agreements.
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