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“ETHNIC CONFLICT” UNDRESSED: PATTERNS OF
CONTRAST, INTEREST OF ELITES, AND
CLIENTELISM OF FOREIGN POWERS IN

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE—BOSNIA, INDIA,
PAKISTAN

Carsten Wieland*

Ethnic conflict is not—because there are no ethnic groups in conflict. This is the
main conclusion of a comparison of so-called “ethnic conflicts” in the Balkans and in
colonial India. A comparison of Muslim nation building in these two regions
provides several valuable insights that go far beyond the specific cases. Thus far,
there have been many hints in the literature on similarities between Bosnia and
Pakistan or the Balkans and the Indian subcontinent as a whole. But there have been
no systematic comparisons, though many parallels emerge when we look more
closely.

What do the Balkans have in common with India? The wars of secession in the
former Yugoslavia and the partition of colonial India into today’s India, Pakistan,
and Bangladesh are half a century apart. The circumstances of the two events seem
obviously different; and, above all, the terminology of the two regions differs signifi-
cantly. In the Balkans, people speak of Ethnien, éthnies, or “ethnic groups” and
consequently “erhnic conflict.” In India, similar phenomena are labeled “com-
munities,” and hence “communal conflict.”

This confusion is the starting point of the following discussion. I argue that the
confusion about “ethnicity” has made the term useless for scientific research. In
order to address the phenomenon that many call “ethnic confiict,” we must infuse the
term with new meaning-—a meaning that reflects the confusion and, at the same time,
the construction and political effects of “ethnicity.”

I will argue that it makes sense to define “ethnic groups” or “communities” as a
concept of action with—in our cases—religion as ‘“‘ethnicenter.” The technique is to
shape “ethnic groups” first in theory, then in practice, in contrast to religion ex post
Jacto with the help of historical myths, language construction, and instrumentalized
customs in order to overcome contradictions and cross-cutting cleavages. Only in this
way, can the problematic transition from primordial elements to political action and
nation building be smoothed. In practice, external actors, like the international
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community during the crumbling of Yugoslavia and the colonial British in India,
have helped to harden the ethnonational camps and encouraged ethnonational
spokespeople to pursue the goal of a “nation state.” This is one reason why Muslim
nation and homeland building in Bosnia and India/Pakistan largely succeeded though
it lacked mass support.

Another argument of this article is that the “ethnic” concept does not live long
once the goal of an ethnonational state is reached. It is a more of a dynamic than a
consolidating concept, as can be seen in Pakistan in particular but also in Bosnia.
Once the ethnonational camps are fenced in by state borders, new cleavages occur
within the supposed “ethnic group.” Ethnonationalism dies with its own success—the
ethnonational state. Consequently, there are no such things as ethnonational states.
“Ethnic” state building is an illusion. However, the attempts to further these projects
alone bear new sources of conflict.

In the final section I will look at possible ways to break the vicious circle of the
“ethnic” paradigm. One observation starts on the mental level. The external actors in
the Balkans and in colonial India missed the chance to dismiss the “ethnic paradigm™
from the very beginning and thus encouraged ethnonational spokesmen to pursue
their political aims step by step, which finally narrowed down the policy options to
absurd geographical divisions.

Another lesson is that institutional power-sharing arrangements within a state
structure are less effective in preventing “ethnic” tensions than supra-state perspec-
tives and international cooperation that supports non-ethnonational forces. In this
way, external powers can withdraw resources from ethnonational activists—an
option that has been widely ignored or ill pursued. Supra-state structures gain impor-
tance because the “nation state”—the very bone of contention in ethnonationalist
struggles—often cannot deliver the platform for conflict resolution by itself.

Confusion about Ethnicity

It is surprising that hardly any scholar dares to apply the term “ethnic group” to
India. Once authors start doing it, they find themselves in a whirlpool of different
cross-cutting cleavages such as religion, language, customs, caste, and race. James
Manor dismantles the confusion: Ethnicity in India means: (1) religion—above all,
Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs; (2) language—at least nine main tongues and countless
others; (3) outcasts and scheduled tribes outside Hindu society; (4) racially distinct
tribes, primarily inhabiting the Himalayas and the northeastern mountains; (5}
“Arians” and “Dravidians,” dividing the subcontinent into north and south aleng the
regional cleavage of the ancient Indo-European and Dravidian languages.! In view of
such confusion, Manor concludes quite optimistically, “[T]he complexity of Indian
society tends to prevent tension and conflict from building along a single fault-line in
ways that might threaten national unity and the democratic process.”

As Holm Sundhaussen has argued, there are no clear-cut cleavages in the
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Balkans either:

Slovenes and Croats belong to the same (Roman Catholic) confession, however, they
differ in their scripts. Croats and Serbs use the same (Croato-Serbian or Serbo-
Croatian) script, however, they belong to different confessions. The Bosnian Muslims
differ from their contemporaries (Serbs and Croats) in confession only, whereas they
differ from other Muslims in Yugoslavia (e.g. from the Albanians) in language and
origin. The Macedonians share with the Serbs the same Orthodox confession, however,
they possess an own script since the end of World War II. And insofar as the Monte-
negrenians want to define themselves as a nation, they need in addition to language and
faith (which they share with the Serbs) at least a further mark of distinction in order to
underpin their autonomy {e.g. different historic traditions and social forms of organiza-

tion).?

In other words, the phenomenon of a so-called “ethnic group,” displayed in such
complex variety and with such cross-cutting cleavages, is not a suitable concept with
which to examine political conflict and nation building, which strive for homo-
geneity. Max Weber discerned as early as 1921, “For any really exact study [the term
‘ethnicity’] is a totally useless collective name.™ The present scientific debate has
not come to grips with this term. There is no widely respected definition, neither in
the field of ethnology, nor in those of politics, history, or international law. The same
problem exists with the term “nation.” This is not the place to engage in an extensive
discussion of the competing concepts of ethnicity and nation; however, we need to
outline some of the basic positions in this debate.

Primordial or tribalist interpretations approach an ethnic group—however it be
defined—as an a priori social fact, i.e., something that was revealed by science after
it had come into existence. Primordial factors like origin, language, religion, skin
color, tradition (from clothes to cooking recipes), and belonging to a diffusely (not
yet politically) defined land determine human beings by and since birth. Those who
share these factors are supposed to be affectively bound to each other. Nobody can
escape their ethnic ascription; it is objecrive. Ethnic groups in this sense are rather
solid unities. In comparative politics they can thus be used as independent variables
that influence political outcomes.’

The situative, constuctivist or instrumentalist approaches place much less emphasis
on the common origin of people—sometimes this notion might be dismissed
alltogether.* In the extreme case, an ethnic group is how it defines itself or as what it
is defined by others. Whether people appeal to common characteristics depends on
the social, political, or economic situation. It is by no means inevitable.” According to
need, certain characteristics are emphasized in order to compete with other associa-
tions. The ascription is subjective. Anthony Cohen described this phenomenon:
“People can think themselves into difference.””® Ethnic groups in this sense are
flexible and are similar to interest groups. They are primarily a product of exterior
influences and can therefore be viewed as a dependent variable.

The approach of the sociologist Georg Elwert represents an important exception.
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Although he is of the opinicn that ethnicity is a (European) construction, he does not
see any space for subjective ascription. He argues that ethnicity has been invented by
colonial scientists, who imposed their scheme on indigenous people.? Samuel
Huntington also views this ascription—which he calls “tribalism”—as a modern
product.’”® For most constructivists, the belief in community is important, an opinion
that both John Stuart Mill and Weber argued long ago." Many scholars today agree
with these ideas. Sabrina Ramet defines the term “ethnicity” in relation to the
Bosnian Muslims as “a group of people who believe that they constitute a primary
cultural unit and who believe that they have common cultural interests.”"? Paul Brass
argues in a similar vein for the Indian case.”

Neither the primordialist nor the constructivist approaches provide a satisfying
description of the phenomenon of ethnicity. Primordialists determine ethnic groups
as fixed. They cannot explain why some ethnic groups decay, new ones appear, and
others merge. Neither can they tell us why some characteristics seem more important
than others and why some ethnic groups (seemingly as a whole) fight each other and
others cooperate. Constructivists tend to neglect the factor of origin. Thus they may
not be able to distinguish ethnic groups from other social categories. This approach
has difficulties explaining why the masses tend to be mobilized so easily with appeal
to origin and culture, and why people are even ready to die without any material
rewards.

Therefore, most scholars nowadays support a mixed version of these approaches."
Brass, for example, has shifted from a purely instrumentalist view in his earlier
works to a mixed approach, which he defines as follows: “[E]lites and counter-élites
within ethnic groups select aspects of the group’s culture, attach new value and
meaning to them, and use them as symbols to mobilize the group, to defend its
interests, and to compete with other groups.” Whereas Brass still leans more
towards the instrumentalist side, Anthony Smith is an eminent scholar who places
more emphasis on the primordial aspect.’* Most representatives of the mixed
approach argue that ethnicity has not existed forever but that it must be invented and
formed. During this process, however, “old material” is used selectively. This is
particularly clear when past events are interpreted and appropriated selectively and
finally sold as “common history.”

The situative-primordial approach allows us to treat ethnicity as an independent as
well as a dependent variable. The question whether ethnic groups are old or new
appears in a new light if one applies societal modernization as an independent
variable to ethnicity as a dependent variable. Here, two main strands of argumenta-
tion exist, as follows.

In rare harmony, liberals, functionalists, and Marxists alike hold that ethnic groups
wear out in the process of modernization.” It does not matter whether these groups
are viewed as primordial or as artificial realities. Primordialists and constructivists
agree on this issue as well."

Pluralists, by contrast, state that ethnicity has not been weakened but strengthened
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by modernization. Under these circumstances this principle of social organization
could only thrive and evolve as a political factor.” This implies that ethnic groups
change consistently through modern influences. Consequently, the constructivist
view prevails here. As a special case—if not entirely deviating but supplementary—
Ernest Gellner argues that nation building as a highly developed form of social
organization helps primordial factors (above all language) to gain new importance.®

This short summary of common approaches displays how difficult it has become to
agree on a single and respected definition of “ethnicity.” The matter becomes even
more complicated if one adds the factor of ascription as well. Subjective and objec-
tive ethnic ascription cuts across the theories and splits them once again. There are
unsolvable tensions between the characteristics subjective/objective, dependent/
independent variable, and the common classification of primordial/constructivist.
Table 1 gives some idea of the ideal types of the different versions.

In addition to this variety of interpretation, there is yet another incongruity: how
much is politics part of an ethnic group? This question is far from solved. Smith, for
example, links ethnicity to a fixed and clear-cut territory. He defines “ethnic com-
munity (or ‘éthnie’) as a named human population of alleged common ancestry,
shared memories, and elements of common culture with a link to a specific territory
and a measure of solidarity.” Dipankar Gupta goes even further. She links ethnicity
to an entitlement of sovereignty.” By contrast, Norbert Reiter argues that territory
has nothing to do with the ethnic concept itself. Territory gains importance only
when other factors in nation building are already in place.” Karl W. Deutsch also
argues that the idea of territory is a political projection: “No person can be born at
more than one spot on the map. The actual place of his birth has the size of abed or a
room, not the size of a couniry.”

TABLE 1
Tensions between different approaches on ethnicity

Approaches Ascnption: Ascription:  Ethnic Ethnic Ethnic Ethnic
(right) which subjeciive  objective group group group group
lead to the as as strengthened weakened
following dependent independent or formed by
conclusions variable variable by modernization
(below) modernization
Primordiat - + - + —** +
Constructivist + —* + - + —kkk
Primordial-

constructivist + + + + + +

+ = Typical/frequent

—= Untypical/rare

* = Exception: Elwert

** = Exception: Gellner

**¥ = Exception: Marxists, functionalists, Hobsbhawm
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The problem is that the more political entitlements are added to the notion of
“ethnicity,” the less it can be distinguished from what is called a “nation.” Therefore,
in order to distinguish an ethnic group it should be viewed as a pre-polirical associa-
tion of people who settle in a certain land that is not subject to political philosophy.
The other extreme, the notion of a “holy land,” is, by contrast, a monstrous product
of a rather advanced stage of political nation building.

The confusion about the term “ethnicity” has become so severe that the term has
ceased to be useful for scientific research. In addition, the variety of case studies
makes the concept of ethnicity useless. If one subscribes to a broad definition, it is
too porous to have much explanatory power. If one narrows the definition in order to
avoid contradictions, the description will serve for a single case only and will lose
explanatory power. Above all, a pre-political definition—as it should be for the sake
of clarity—obstructs the way to a seamless transition towards the process of so-called
“nation building,” which is primarily a political endeavor. It is clear that by, say,
family bonds in the real sense, it is difficult to build nations with a clear political
ambition, a notion of a wider territory, and an increasing degree of political mobiliza-
tion.

We face a dilemma. On the one hand, ethnic characteristics in their traditional
sense can function only at the cost of their deformation. On the other hand, the whole
world speaks of “ethnic conflicts.” How can this add up?

Political protagonists who refer to “ethnic conflicts” do not refer to the diffuse
expressions of various primordial factors. They claim that ethnic groups as a clear-
cut and solid whole fight each other. Of course, this is incorrect in connection with
the Balkans, India, or anywhere eise. But because the term “ethnic group” is used by
the protagonists of “ethnic conflicts,” it makes sense to stick to the term no matter
how bad it is. Otherwise, scholars will drift aloof of political reality. The task of
scholars must be to provide the term with a different meaning and to expose the
protagonists’ eyewash. The case studies of Bosnia and India can help us to find a
new definition.

Patterns of Contrast

The new term of “ethnic group,” in quotation marks only, is systematic rather than
historic. It is a concept of action, based on the definition that one primordial charac-
teristic is singled out as the main point of contrast to another group that is similarly
constructed.” This concept is too weak, however, to mobilize the people who share
this characteristic with respect to “the other.” As mentioned above, cross-cutting
divisions prevent the formation of a strong group feeling with political potential.
In order to mobilize the people, other primordial components are added around
the central element. These secondary characteristics are bent accordingly, over-

emphasized, or constructed.
This concentric concept of “ethnicity” has an epicentre around which other
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contrasts are created by means of subsequent and additional attributes. Determining
such an “ethnicentre” is a pre-selection for a unilateral adjustment of the group,
which serves as its indispensable self-definition. By this only, a political constituency
can be created—and this is necessary for the project of “ethnic nation building.”

In the Balkans and in India’s communal struggle the primary characteristic is
religion, which political activists adopt to contrast the “opposing camps.” This is why
churches and religious leaders play such an important role.* Those who believed in
Islam were defined—against many contradictions—as an “ethnic group” in contrast
to other “ethnic groups™ like Catholics, Orthodox, and Hindus.

The newly defined term of “ethnicity” solves the problem of diverging ter-
minology in the Bosnian and Indian cases. An “ethnic group” thus defined is the
same as a “community” in the Indian context.” The statements of Sundhaussen on
the Balkan case and Manor on India show that ethnic groups—without quotation
marks—are fuzzy and difficuli to determine. A Muslim Bosnian shares many charac-
teristics with his Orthodox and Catholic Bosnian neighbors, including dialect.
Likewise, an Indian Hindu from Punjab has more in common (language, customs,
etc.) with his Muslim and Sikh neighbors than with his fellow believers in Tamil
Nadu. In Pakistan, ethnic sentiments (e.g., of region or language) run counter to the
“ethnic” notion of a Muslim homeland.

Although the concept of “ethnicity”—with quotation marks—is flexible and
strategic, it does not dismiss primordial resources that other social categories, such as
interest groups, cannot offer. This is because it appeals to resources that are present g
priori and in person. They do not have to be painstakingly put together by political
discourse and consensus building. A long process of opinion making is not neces-
sary. This explains why the “ethnic” paradigm helps to create a mobilizing advantage
in times of a poor and limited democratic discourse, such as during the first free
elections in post-communist Yugoslavia, or under the colonial hub in India.
Primordial characteristics are hooks at which political projects can easily dock.

The Bosnian president, Alija Izetbegovic, must have had this phenomenon in mind
when he said, “When you call for a public debate on democracy, a few hundred
intellectuals will come. When it’s about nationalism, you will get tens of thousands
of all social layers into the streets.”?

Telegram of Terminology

The terminology can be described as a logic, an interlaced chain that includes the
following basic concepts.

Ethnic Group

A group of people whose descent can be considered “common” in relation to its
societa] value. Customs, language, religion, etc. are additional group features. The
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primordial elements are diffuse and exist in different expressions. They do not have
to occur all at once. The borders around ethnic groups are tendentially fluid. Cross-
cutting cleavages and syncretisms are possible. Each ethnic group is unique in its
historic setting.

Religion + x = “Ethnic Group”

x can be: language, history, symbols, customs, etc. These secondary features are all
added, overvalued, or constructed ex pest in order to strengthen the primary feature
of religion (ethnicentre) against the opposing group, which is constructed in the same
way. “Ethnic group” is a situative concept of contrast. It is not individually and
historically embedded. The borders of “ethnic groups” are tendentially sharp and
impermeable. In other cases, the formula can be: language + x = “ethnic group”, or
other combinations.

“Ethnic Group” + x = Ethnonation/Community

X represents political, social, and economic ambitions, striving for self-determination
and possibly a state whose borders are supposed to overlap the land settled by the
“ethnic group.” x contains political dynamics and a degree of organization. The
“ethnonation” is, at the same time, the presumed group to which ethnonationalists
appeal. They appear as a political action group. As spokespeople of the “ethnic
group” they mobilize their resources (which are: religion + x) and achieve political
results. It is not necessary, and even impossible, that all members of the “ethnic
group” are mobilized. There is always a discrepancy between those who share the
group features and those who act in their name. The term “ethnic conflict” therefore
must be correctly called “ethnonational conflict.”

Nation

This can be either an ethnonation or civic-democratic nation as exemplified in the
German and French nation concepts (objective or subjective assignment of “ethnic”
features).

Ethnonationalism/Communalism

This signifies the ideology and political phenomenon on an ethnonational basis.

“Nation State”

This is a state according to the construction plan of the ethnonational or civic-demo-
cratic nation concept. However, this concept is mostly used to mean the final success
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and almost unreachable ideal of a state in the ethnonational paradigm. The correct
term should be “ethnonational state.” The shorter term “nation state” is still applied
by ethnonational activists and many others.

An analysis of the term “nationalism” displays how important a clear-cut ter-
minology is. Table 2 presents the content and function of nationalism in the Balkans
and the Indian subcontinent.

In the Balkans and India spokesmen for “ethnic groups” have engaged in a race to
strengthen religion with other primordial elements in order to avoid appropriation by
“the others.” The following section will analyze the components of ethnonationalism
in Bosnia, India, and Pakistan.

The Construction of the “Ethnic” Idea

History

In the Balkans and the Indian subcontinent, myths have been created to establish the
notion that a group of people who share the same belief is not only a religious
community but more importantly an “ethnic” one. The hijacking of history serves to
create a “common descent” for those with the same faith.

For this purpose, spokesmen of the Bosnian Muslims propagate the Bogumil myth
whenever they intend to contrast themselves to the more advanced nation-bulding
projects of Serbia and Croatia.” This myth states that today’s Bosnian Muslims
derive their descent directly from the medieval Bosnian nobility. Allegedly this had
already established its own identity through the Bogomil church, which resisted
Orthodox and Catholic appropriations. According to the myth, after the Ottoman
conquest in 1463 and 1482, the Bosnian and Hercegovinian nobles readily converted
to Islam. With them, the mostly Bogumil Bosnian peasants converted en masse and
became the social pillars of Ottoman rule. In this view, the “ethnicity” of Muslims in

TABLE 2
The Dual Character of Nationalism: Ideal Types

Nationalism according to
function (right} and

content {below) Emancipatory Integral
Civic-democratic Indian independence movement -

(in India: nationalism) (Nehrw/Gandhi)
Ethno-national Pakistan-movement Balkan nationalisms¥*,
(in India: communalism) (Jinnah) today’s Pakistani and

Hindu-nationalisms

*Above all, after the Second World War, Earlier Balkan nationalisms in the Qttoman Empire
and Habsburg Monarchy also had some emancipatory traits, if no particular aims of reform or
modernization.
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Bosnia is older than their religion.
It is no coincidence, that the Bogumil myth receives fresh impetus whenever the

Zeitgeist suggests upgrading the Bosnian Muslims as an ethnonation—against the
ethnonational competitors who label “the Muslims™ as Serbs, Croats, or Turks. This
first occurred in the Austrian-Hungarian period (primarily since 1900) and in Tito’s
Yugoslavia (especially since the 1960s). The communist Yugoslav and Muslim
historian Atif Purivata propagated this version in his early writings in order to under-
score the notion that the Bogumils represented “the nucleus of Muslim nation-
building.”® In 1968, he raised his voice at a time when the Bosnian Muslims in
Yugoslavia were granted the suffix “in the national sense,” which was followed in
1971 with their status as a “nation” being written into the constitution. Purivata was
convinced that “the overall socio-economic and particularly the cultural and political
development of Moslems has affirmed them as a separate ethnic identity.”" His
thesis that today’s Muslims derive directly from the Bogumil nobility replaces the
Islamic faith as the only criterion of identity.* This is why, according to Purivata, the
Muslims have to be strictly contrasted with the Turks, with whom they share religion
only.*

The Bogumil myth has been convincingly refuted by recent research.* According
to new findings, the Bogumil church as well as the Bosnian state was in decay before
the Ottoman invasion.” Bosnian nobles were of various origins such as local nobles,
men who as boys had been converted by force after being taken away from their
parents, public servants from Asia Minor, and immigrants from Hungary, Croatia,
Slavonia, Dalmatia, and Serbia.* Members of all religions converted to Islam and
conversions took place step by step rather than en masse.”

Notably, people of all faiths converted to Islam, not only the “Bogumils.” Lately,
even Purivata has softened his stand on this issue. In June 2000, he acknowledged the
research by Srecko Dzaja and Smail Balic. Today, he said, no scholar supports the
Bogumil thesis in its pure version. Purivata suggested as compromise that “we could
say: Most Bogumils accepted Islam. ... Also Orthodox and Croats did.”

Some scholars even doubt whether the Bosnian church was Bogumil at all. It was
the Croatian historian Franjo Racki who spoke of the Bogumils in articles stemming
from 1869 to 1870.* The Bosnians themselves maintained that they were simply
Krstjani (Christians).” Whether or not the Bosnians were Bogumils or something
else does not change the argument. Much more interesting from today’s point of
view is the fact that Racki’s theory had two contemporary rivals. One was repre-
sented by the Serb writer Petranovic, who claimed that the Bosnian church was, in
fact, an apostate Serbian Orthodox one. On the other side, Catholic writers were
convinced that the Bosnian church was a branch of the Catholic one.* It is clear what
this means in the context of a religion-based nation building: the Bosnian Muslims
are supposed to be “actual” Serbs or Croats.

In India, similar myths try to attach “ethnicity” to religion by distorting history.
Hindu ethnonationalists claim that the Brahmans descend from the Aryan tribe that
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allegedly migrated from central Asia to northern India around 1500 BC and
conquered the high civilizations of the Indus valley.” This is intended to make every
non-Hindu an “ethnically” or even racially distinct person. It is clear, however, that
almost all Muslims in India are descended from converted local Hindus. Some
scholars doubt whether the Aryans conquered the Indus civilizations at all.® Some
Hindu nationalists argue just the opposite in order to arrive at the same goal. They
negate the Aryan migration theory, thereby intending to revalorize Hinduism. In their
view, Hinduism cannot have been “imported™ to India like the Muslims or the
British. It is native to Indian soil and the basis of all Indianness.*

The Muslim side vses myths as well to distinguish themselves “ethnically.”
Pakistani ideologues try to explain the foundation of the proclaimed Muslim home-
land as a logical consequence of history. Various official history books localize the
roots of Pakistan in the stone age, in the civilizations of Moenjodaro and Harappa, in
the time of the birth of Islam on the Arabian peninsula, or in the invasion of the first
Muslim soldiers into Sind in the eighth century.* Pakistan’s founder and first prime
minister, Mohamed Ali Jinnah, made frequent use of such myths: “Pakistan has been
there for centuries, it is there today, and it will remain till the end of the world. It was
taken away from us; we have only to take it back.”*

Today, it is the nuclear warheads of India and Pakistan that speak the language of
distorted history. The Pakistani missiles are called “Ghaurt,” which was the name of
a Muslim conqueror who in the thirteenth century defeated the Hindu Prithvi Raj
Chauhan and for the first time established “Muslim rule” on the subcontinent,
Following the same logic, the Indian missile is named “Prithvi.,”¥ It seems that “the
Muslims™ and “the Hindus” face each other in age-old hostility, just like their ancient
rulers once did. The nuclear research centre near Islamabad has the shape of a
mosque. The fundamentalist Hindu organization Visha Hindu Parishad (VHP), which
is close to the ruling Hindu nationalist party (BJP), announced it would build a
temple on the test area in Rajasthan.® Thus, the idea is nurtured that a “Hindu bomb™
faces a “Muslim bomb™.

Viewing history through a rear-view mirror—in suitable sections—is an effective
means to create 2 common identity and an instrumentalized self-image.* In the words
of K. N. Panikkar, the imagined past is subject to selective appropriation in favor of
new aims.® The rear-view mirror is adjusted accordingly. In the Indian case, “The
Hindu tends to glorify in retrospect the Vedic age or the Gupta period of Indian
History, the Muslim is brought up to consider the medieval period of Muslim
dominance as the golden age.”® In the same vein, Serbian and Croatian writers
describe the time of the Ottoman Empire as the “dark age,” whereas some Muslim
historians tend to glorify it. The function of myths is to homogenize the constituency.

Language
The standardization of languages follows the same purpose. The Balkans and
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India/Pakistan are the only examples where language has been shaped ex posr to
overlap with the ethnicentre of religion. The idea behind “ethnicizing” languages is
that people who think differently are supposed to speak differently as well. Language
becomes more than an instrument of communication, it becomes an ethnonational
feature, loaded with historic, political, and cultural connotations. At the end of this
process, the ideal is a “national language™ in an ethnonational state.

Just because language becomes a political problem, linguistics does not matter
much. In the case studies, all the ethnonational languages are so-called Ausbaus-
prachen—languages consciously shaped and standardized by cultural and political
motives and not by grammar.” The German romantic philosopher Johann Gottfried
Herder and his idea that “languages make nations” had a great impact on intellectuals
in the Balkans and in colonial India.”

In the second half of the nineteenth century, a real chance existed to arrive at a
common standard language in the Balkans. The Serb linguist Vuk Karadzic had
picked an east Hercegovinian subdialect (Ijekavian-Stokavian) as the “purest”
Serbian, which he intended to standardize.* At the same time, the pan-Slavic Illyrian
intellectuals of Croatia opted for the Stokavian dialect as well. Ideological antago-
nisms, however, destroyed this illusory harmony. The Croatian spokesmen did not
want to be called “actual Serbs,” as Karadzic considered anyone who spoke his
selected dialect. Neither did the Serb spokesmen like to be appropriated by Illyrian
ideas. They suspected that the Catholic church was using pan-Slavism to convert the
lost children in the east. Hence, the Serbo-Croatian respectively Croato-Serbian
language—or whatever it be called—was split into “Serbian” with Cyrillic script and
“Croatian” with Latin script.

Ironically, Karadzic’s version did not prevail with the Serbs (who continued to
speak Ekavian-Stokavian) but with the Croats. It is mostly the Muslims (and Serbs
and Croats) in Bosnia-Hercegovina who speak Karadzic’s favored Ijekavian.” After
the collapse of Yugoslavia, language has again gained importance. Bosnian Muslims
are once more in the middle of the contrasting extremes. Croatian nationalists appro-
priate them as “actual Croatians” because they speak their dialect. Serb nationalists
see them as “actual Serbs” because they speak Karadzic’s “pure Serbian.” Nationalist
Muslims, for their part, have tried to enrich “their Bosnian” language with Turkish
and Persian elements for contrast.*

The Indian case follows the same pattern. Hindi, Urdu, and Hindi-Urde belong to
the eastern branch of the Indo-Germanic language family. Brahmans standardized the
idiom as classical Sanskrit in the fourth century BC. Since that time, Persian and
Arabic influences have also entered the language.”” The British formally separated
the languages by prometing literature in academic purity: Hindi free of Persian, Urdu
with as much Persian as possible. This was a purely academic issue among poets and
writers. Only the British influence and print technology delivered a new platform to
this controversy.”® At the end of the ninteenth century, ethnonational spokesmen of
both sides abused the linguistic variants for political purposes. They contributed to
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identifying Hindi with Hindu and Urdu with Muslim.* The colonial British supported
this development, since they considered Hindus and Muslims to be two different
nations and even races.

Ironically, there are many grammatically different languages and countless dialects
in the Indian subcontinent. Nevertheless, the ethnonational protagonists used variants
of the same language in order to carve out their ethnonational idioms. This is because
the hotbed of Muslim and Hindu ethnonationalism is located in the northern United
Provinces (today’s Uttar Pradesh), where Hindi-Urdu is prevalent.

Next to religion, Urdu played an important role for the identification of the young
Pakistani “nation state” when it was proclaimed. In a 1951 census, however, only
7.2% of Pakistanis declared Urdu to be their mother tongue. More than 54% spoke
Bengali.® This turned out to be a big problem. Bengalis in East Pakistan considered
themselves to be at a disadvantage in the process of job recruitment to the state
service. Although Bengali was finally declared the second official language, the
tensions continued to build up until, in 1971, East Pakistan seceded to form
Bangladesh. The dream of a Muslim homeland was shaken to its foundations. More
Urdu speakers had stayed in India after partition anyway.

Customs

Another example of how contrasts are shaped is the reinterpretation and reinforcing
of customs. In the nineteenth century in Bosnia and India, religion and custom grew
increasingly closer. At least, this was the officially proclaimed idea, which, however,
was not always practiced.

As a rule, conversions to Islam in Bosnia and India had been gradual. Missionary
activities and forced conversions were rare.” Old customs changed slowly despite a
change of faith. In turn, religion did not create a new ethnicity in the traditional
sense. Mutual acceptance of different customs was common in both cases. To what
extent syncretisms could be observed in Bosnia is not entirely clear.® In India it is
more obvious. Ex-Hindu Muslims still visited temples, avoided beef, and sometimes
shunned certain places if they had previously been Hindu “untouchables.”® Some of
today’s Muslims have even stronger Hindu traits than Hindus themselves because
they converted as part of a tribe or in a region in which old customs were kept to a
greater extent.” Although these phenomena were most prevalent in the Middle Ages,
they still exist today.

Cultural cleavages in Bosnia and India have been as cross-cutting as the linguistic
ones described above. It was again polirical activists who sharpened the contrasts of
customs. Conversions became political matters. Changing one’s faith became equal
to treason. It meant deserting one’s “ethnic group.” Believers became valuable assets
for political spokesmen because they were their inalienable constituency within the
“ethnic” paradigm. For example, in Bosnia, an alledged conversion of a Muslim girl
mobilized Bosnian Muslim resistance movements against the Habsburg administra-
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tion.* Minor conflicts were blown into epic proportions.

In India, conflict over the status of cows provides the best example of such
developments. Hindus adored catile. Muslims ate them. This had never been a
problem until 1887, when some Hindus founded the “Cow Protection Society”
(Gorakshini Sabha). They burned down slaughterhouses and bought cows from
Muslims. These actions were, in part, a consequence of a homogenization and stan-
dardization of Hindu culture—a development that is also known as the “Hindu
Renaissance.” It started in the mid-nineteenth century under Man Mohan Roy with
great support from the British colonizers.®

Technical progress and modern communication facilities promoted the spread of
the cow protests. They also helped to bring these kinds of conflicts to the hinterland
for the first time. In addition, they bridged the gap of interests between Hindu
landowners and Hindu peasants and developed patterns of mobilization. Some
Muslims countered by slaughtering cows publicly in marketplaces. As well-aimed
agitation increased, the cow issue soon became a purely communal problem. It was
only through a grotesque Hindu—Muslim alliance on the highest level that the conflict
over how to treat cows was somewhat eased. The so-called Khilafat movement
originated from Muslim disdain for the Turkish revolutionary Kemal Atatiirk, who
abolished the Ottoman caliphate in 1924. M. K. Gandhi recognized a chance to
reconcile Indian Muslims and Hindus by mobilizing the Hindus for the Muslim
cause, and, in turn, mobilizing the Muslims for his non-cooperation movement
against the British. Surprisingly, this worked to a certain extent. Above all, Muslims
promised not to slaughter cows in public any more, and Hindus promised not to
persecute Muslims for slaughtering cows.

This shows how volatile and manipulable the issue of customs was at that time.
Customs and symbols were used to strengthen the religious contrast—and thus to
create a constituency—for political reasons. This helped paving the way to an
“ethnic” notion of the nation.

Violence

The final means to strengthen contrasts between ethnonational groups is pure
violence. In the advanced stages of ethnonational conflict, the inevitable, objective
ascription of “ethnicity” could mean life or death to anyone. Professional criminals,
so called “riot specialists,” entered the villages and stirred trouble along the
proclaimed ethnic lines.®® The strategies of these criminals were remarkably similar
in Bosnia in the 1990s and in India before partition.® People who had previous lived
peacefully together no longer did so. In both cases, women in particular were
victims. According to the ethnonational ideology, women reproduce the political
value of the “right” person. Rapes by the “ethnic” enemy prevent thern from doing so
and, in addition, desecrate the high religious and societal status of the female victims.
In both Bosnia and India, such violence was part of a systematic war strategy. The

220



“ETHNIC CONFLICT” UNDRESSED

rioters suggested that the different “ethnic groups” could not live together—and they
had success in delivering this message to the outside world.

External Powers and Clientelism

Bosnia and India have long been under “alien” rule—a rule of a group or structure
(such as Yugoslavia) that is not an ethnonational competitior. In both cases, the
rulers exercised great influence in shaping or avoiding ethnonational camps. They
constituted the platform to which ethnonationalist leaders had to refer and on which
political struggles were fought.

The Habsburg rulers, the international community during the Bosnian war, and the
British in India began from the “ethnic” paradigm as described above. They con-
sidered Serbs/Croats/Muslims in Bosnia and Muslims/Hindus in India as different,
irreconcilable “ethnic groups™ or even races and acted accordingly. In both cases,
they played them out against each other for their own purposes.™ This was often
compounded by ignorance stemming from a historiography written within the
“ethnic” paradigm (communal history).

The views of the external actors strikingly resemble each other. In 1993, the U.S.
Foreign Secretary Warren Christopher stated with regard to Yugoslavia: “This is a
country in which at least three religions and half a dozen ethnic groups have fought
with each other for centuries.”” Correspondingly, the Joint Committee of Indian
Constitutional Reform in 1934 argued that “we are confronted with the age-old
antagonism of Hindu and Muhammadan, representatives not only of two religions
but of two civilizations.”” Both views have clearly internalized the “ethnic” para-
digm with religion as ethnicentre. This ideology did not leave much space for liberal
pluralist approaches towards solving the conflicts. This again provided grist for the
mills of ethnonationalists.

The conscious or unconscious internalization and promotion of the “ethnic” para-
digm left its traces in political practice from an early stage. The Habsburgs and
British founded cultural institutes along supposed “ethnic” lines, promoted
“ethnically” diverging languages, and created a party system that was prone to trans-
late their assumptions into politics. This meant an ethnonational quota system and
separate electorates in India. The quota system in Yugoslavia’s political system was
established to guarantee proportional representation along *“ethnic” lines. The
Communist Party was split up among the ethnonational subrepublics. Career chances
were dependent on “ethnic” origin. Political and societal conflicts were solved along
“ethnic” lines as well.” Laslo Sekelj concludes, “The gradual emergence of a
plurality of power centres since the 1960s was not an aspect of political but of

national pluralism.”™

Thus cross-cutting cleavages in the form of multi- or trans-“ethnic” parties found
no support within the political systems of colonial India and Yugoslavia. This left
heavy traces after their collapse. In addition, the population census served a political
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purpose and helped categorize—but often refused—societal realities.

Under these circumstances, the different groups could not form 2 commeon political
will. At the same time, however, with the disintegration of old structures, a power
struggle took place among the elites, and economic competition became more wide-
spread. Yugoslavia and colonial India did not disintegrate because the ethnonational
groups were incompatible, but because their elites could not find any power-sharing
arrangements,

In the time shortly before break-up, the foreign powers once again fell prey to
ethnonational ideology. For example, they offered more support for the ethnonational
spokesmen than members of the proclaimed ethnonation did. Hence, Jinnah emerged
as the spokesman of “all Muslims” in India, though he led only one Muslim party out
of many, and, for a long time, gathered only a tiny fraction of “Muslim votes.”
Radovan Karadzic was courted as the “Serb leader” at international conferences,
though he lacked the support of the majority of Bosnian Serbs, let alone Serbs all
over the Balkans.” He was nothing more than a self-proclaimed president of a fancy
“Serb Republic” who ruled from the capital village of Pale (only Richard Holbrooke
refused to shake hands with him and ignored him completely while negotiating with
Slobodan Milosevic in 1995). Alija Izetbegovic was considered the main representa-
tive of “the Muslim” side, though many Serbs and other groups chose to live in “the
Muslim” territory.

The Bosnian Social Democrat Sejfudin Tokic complained accordingly that the
international community granted more legitimacy to the ethnonational leaders than
the latter actually possessed in Bosnian society. He was convinced that the ethno-
national parties would have suffered an electoral setback after the consequence of
their policies had been revealed as a bloody war.” Of course, Tokic’s view as a
“multiethnic™ politician is self-interested. But, indeed, already in April 1992 (at the
beginning of the war) many protesters gathered in front of the parliament in Sarajevo,
denounced the ethnonational leaders, and demanded new elections.”

It is true that in Bosnia in 1990 and in India in 1946 the ethnonationalist forces
experienced an electoral breakthrough. However, when events are placed within their
historical context, these results appear less impressive. This is not the place to
elaborate on the various doubts scholars have raised; however, a few of these points
should be mentioned.” Although many of the arguments are valid for the Indian case
as well, I will focus on Bosnia.

Free elections came at a time when the multi- and supra-"ethnic” forces were
discredited and linked to the failed old system. The Yugoslav tradition of finding
national rather than political solutions was combined with bad timing and fear of the
future. Political discussions could not take place properly. Ethnonationalists, who
were the first to enter the democratic stage, seemed to offer an easy and attractive
alternative. Therefore, “the banner of liberalism in Yugoslavia bred conservative
nationalists instead of liberal democrats.””

The chronology is important. The people who voted for the ethnonationalist parties
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did not necessarily share the latter’s still muddled ideological aims, and they agreed
to an even lesser extent with the aims of the parties to destroy Bosnia and to carve
out three ethnonational states. One must remember that the different ethnonational
parties first joined a broad coalition against the socialists and reformers in parliament
before they became enemies on the battlefield. The elections provided no more than a
momentary picture. The voters did not anticipate the later developments. At any rate,
there was no mass movement for new “nation states.”

The politics of the foreign powers now enters this confusion. Since they had
internalized the “ethnic” paradigm, they indirectly and directly contributed to
legitimizing and encouraging ethnonationalist spokesmen. Of course, this does not
mean that the war in Bosnia (or the bloody partition of India) should be blamed
entirely on the illwill or incompetence of external actors.*

One major mistake that the West committed was its quick diplomatic recognition
of Slovenia and Croatia (a movement that was spearheaded by Germany), primarily
because this violated international law, and the Western leaders did not insist on the
guarantee of minority rights in the young states as the Badinter Commission
suggested.” This decision, which was mainly dictated by ideclogy, triggered a chain
reaction that completely overtaxed the international community. The complete lack
of perceptiveness brings to mind the picture of a child that plays with matches and is
then stunned when the house is suddenly on fire.

Many more shortcomings of the external actors soon became evident. There was
not much of a European foreign policy, but instead a repetition of earlier history:
Great Britain, France, Russia, and Greece were inclined to listen to the Serb radicals.
Germany sided with the Croatian nationalists. The French president Frangois
Mitterand in 1992 frankly admitted that it was only natural that each former great
European power should feel the commitment to support its former ally in the
Balkans.® Stefan Troebst has even noted a particular policy pattern among Balkan
ethnonational movements, which, since Ottoman times, have tried to win the
European and the American public for their cause—often with success.”

Even the Norvegian U.N. negotiator Thorvald Stoltenberg provided grist for the
mill of Serb ethnonationalists, thereby endangering the moderating role of the U.N.
In an interview on 31 May 1995 he stated, “An ethnic war? I don’t think one could
say so. They are altogether Serbs. The Serbs call themselves like this, too, and
nothing is to be added here. In addition, there are the Muslims. They are Serbs
anyway who converted to Islam. And pretty many of those who dress like and
present themselves as Croats are Serbs, too.”®

Every step to solve the conflict confirmed that the involved participants were
acting within the ethnonational paradigm. The first major talks on Bosnia in February
1992 in Lisbon, which were sponsered by the European Union, ended in a proposal
that “was in fact an ethnic map of Bosnia.”® This proposal constituted a step in the
wrong direction. Each new attempt to solve the conflict, such as the Vance-Owen
plan or the Stoltenberg proposal, ended in even more tangled situations, which in the
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end made any hopes for a pluralist society and a centralized Bosnian state obsolete.
This ended with the Dayton agreement, which left Bosnia split into ethnonational
units with a fragile, paralyzed, and confusing state structure.®

In principle and increasingly as time passed, the external actors accepted the terri-
torial claims of the ethnonational spokesmen for “their” respective “ethnic group.”
Once caught in the vicious circle of this paradigm, solutions were sought through
haggling about borders and territorial percentage points, about corridors, bridges, and
tunnels, so that the hostile “ethnic groups” would not face the risk of running into
each other. “Ethnic” expulsions and millions of refugees were another consequence
of these failed policies. The current insistence of the international community that
refugees be allowed to return to their former homes is noble and important but it
looks like a helpless attempt to undo what prior weaknesses and misconceptions have
caused.

In allusion to the catchword of British politics in India, Kumar describes the policy
of the international actors during the Bosnian war as “divide and quit.”* In turn, and
most tellingly, the British called their plan to split up India into supposedly “ethnic”
units the “Balkan Plan;"* now some Bosnians speak of a “Pakistanization” of
Bosnia, which itself is disintegrating into ever smaller units.*

The Easy Success of the Ethnonationalists

The influence of foreign actors provides an answer to the question: Why did ethno-
national state building succeed, even if far from all of the nation’s members
supported this project (as in India and Bosnia) and even though the ethnonational
protagonists themselves did not fully back the project (as in Bosnia).® These projects
succeeded without Miroslav Hroch’s conditions being fulfilled—the three stages of
nation building as a gradual mass-mobilizing force.”

The external forces were a catalyst for the success of ethnonational actors in the
internal power struggie. Only a few scholars have incorporated the external aspect in
their definition of nation building. One notable exception is Rupert Emerson, who
has stated that “The case of Pakistan came close to sustaining the theory that a nation
is whatever can get away with establishing its claim to being one.”” This statement is
important because it stresses both of the factors that are in dialectic relation. First of
all, interests have to be articulated actively and effectively (no matter on what they
are founded), and secondly, external authorities must accept these claims in some
form or another. One who “gets away” with something has to manage to “get
through” somewhere. Max Weber also had both of these factors in mind. According
to him, the term “nation” means that it “imposes on certain groups of people a
specific notion of solidarity vis & vis others.”

Many authors ignore the external or “passive” aspect. Hugh Seton-Watson, for
example, labels something a “nation,” if “a significant number of people in a
community consider themselves to form a nation, or behave as if they formed one.”™
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Gellner is another who merely considers the “active™ internal aspect. Recognition
takes part only among the members themselves: “Two men are of the same nation if
and only if they recognize each other as belonging to the same nation.”*

However, if we consider the nation building in the Balkans and the Indian sub-
continent, the internal aspect does not suffice to explain the political outcomes.
Claims have to be heard in the world. If they are ignored, they often perish. If they
are furthered, they sometimes reach goals that even their own adherents have not
held possible, as happened in our case studies. Founding a state is not an easy
venture, but full of obstacles, enemies, and risks—it is often the last resort of a
political escalation.* But to the British in India and the international community in
regard to Bosnia, ethnonational states somehow made sense because the external
actors themselves thought within the “ethnic” paradigm. In the Yugoslav case, the
break-up of the Soviet Union, the rise of ethnonationalism in Eastern Europe, and
German unification underscored the trend of “one nation—one state™ even at the end
of the twentieth century.

Significantly, in common use today, the notion of a “nation state” clearly has
become loaded with ethnonational connotations. The so-called French version of a
political, legal, and civic nation has lost practical influence. This is especially
obvious in the developments in India and Bosnia. Only Nehru’s and Gandhi’s
Congress Party fought for a political and secular Indian nation state, and they ended
up losing to ethnonational concepts, stemming from the British and some of the
Muslims.

Hence, the ideological background was favorable for the ethnonational spokesmen.
In the same sense, Eric Hobsbawm offers the criticism that “the states of the
European Union at the beginning of the 1990s were involved equally in the destruc-
tion of Yugoslavia as Tito’s heirs themselves.””

A more general context lured the ethnonational elites to enhance their efforts for
independence: political and economic resources are rich when the aim is reached
because world politics works under the presumption that states are the dominant
actors in international relations, states have the monopoly of power, and conflicts and
interventions are fought and settled at an interstate level

Hence, Mayall und Simpson conclude that “The state is often a valued prize in the
competition between opposing ethnic and/or religious groups. The winners gain
monopoly access to the outside world and the ability, therefore, to extract a rent from
foreign governments, or privaie investors, during the process of modernization. ... In
other words, both the heterogeneous nature of post-colonial society and the inter-
national environment provide a fertile soil in which separatism and secession can
propagate and flourish.””®

Thinking in these categories, the former German foreign minister Hans-Dietrich
Genscher tried to solve the Yugoslavian conflict by uplifting the conflicting parties to
the status of subjects of international law, i.e., states. But after the recognition of
Croatia and Slovenia, no further step followed to solve the subsequent problems.
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Instead, they escalated in a new constellation with enhanced encouragement and
military power. The policy makers should have learned their lesson from India and
Pakistan: with the founding of a so-called Muslim “nation state,” the quarrels
between the proclaimed ethnonational camps have not disappeared. On the contrary,
the conflict has heated up with new issues over disputed territory, and new resources
such as national armies and atomic bombs.

Therefore, modern scholars of international law have criticized the concept of
sovereignty as outdated, dangerous, superfluous, diffuse, and normatively over-
loaded.”™ The catastrophe in the Balkans in the 1990s provided an impulse to
distance oneself from the classical notion of self-determination. In order to guarantee
human rights in contrast to national rights, and in order to put a buffer between
democratic self-determination and state building, the concept of “internai” self-
determination has emerged. This means that states should be organized in a way that
willing minorities can determine their political fate within the existing state, which
would make obsolete the concept of “external” or “offensive” self-determination, i.e.,
the founding of an ethnonational state. In other words, a particular form of internal
state organization becomes the precondition of its international recognition.™

This argument also served to justify the military intervention in Serbia during the
Kosovo conflict in 1999.' In this case, the lessons learned from the Yugoslavian
disaster, in which Croatia could declare itself independent with the backing of the
European Union without guaranteeing minority rights to its Serbian citizens, were
applied. In turn, the Kosovo intervention sent a clear message to the Albanian
minority that “We will assist you even with military means, but we will not promise
you your own state!” This precondition is a valuable insight that could have
prevented the explosive chain reaction that destroyed the Yugoslavian concept of a
political and civic state, which some forces such as the former socialists still
defended.

In Bosnia and colonial India, the plans for separation along “ethnic” lines made it
difficult for alternative forces to gain a political profile. In both both cases what
Rudolf Rizman said is true: “There are few rewards, if any, for those policy makers
who really care for ethnic harmony.”'®

Crumbling Contrasts

Foreign powers have influenced the outcome of the political struggle in India and
Bosnia in favor of the “ethnic” paradigm. This is remarkable and maybe dis-
appointing. But it is even more striking that, in spite of this, the ethnonational front-
lines have crumbled quite rapidly after acquiring their ultimate goal. Or is it because
of this? Much more likely so. Two reasons can be presented that explain the weak-
ness of the “ethnic” concept and the short breath of ethnonational movements: one is
external and one is theoretically inherent to the concept itself.

First of all, since ethnonational cleavages were mentally duplicated and actively
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promoted by external actors, no broad mass movement was necessary in order to
reach the final goal of an ethnonational state. The many existing problems did not
kill the project even though there were the discrepancies between the action group
and the members of the promoted “ethnic group,” cross-cutting primordial factors
and cleavages within the alleged “ethnic group” (ethnic factors versus the “ethnic”
concept), and the discord among the ethnonational spokespeople themselves.'®
Instead, the concept worked very well by tapping external resources.

Huntington agrees, arguing that Pakistan received its statehood “too easily.”
Jinnah’s Muslim League could not create any mass appeal and had only a thin social
basis. Hence, Hungtington states, “In post-independence Pakistan the [Muslim]
League lost both its constituency and its purposes.”'

The Muslims in Bosnia have not formed a broad national movement either and,
still, almost ended up in their own state—simply because the structure around them
fell into pieces. One could call this “negative nation building.”

Muslims in Bosnia, even after the war, have shown the strongest inclination of all
“ethnic groups” to nurture the idea of a multi-"ethnic” state. They have also
displayed a variety of dogmatic and political approaches and are far from homo-
geneous. This can be explained by the rather slow process of Muslim nation building
throughout history. Given this, the opportunity for ethnonational statehood emerged
too quickly and suddenly.

The second reason is connected to the idea of “ethnicity” itself. This action
concept is ideologically weak and has nothing to offer except a notion of *“ethnic”
homogeneity, ethnonational competition or hatred, and the promise of one’s “own”
state with political resources granted on the international platform. Emancipative
ideas of societal or economic progress hardly exist. It was no coincidence that the
party programs of the ethnonational parties for the Bosnian elections in 1990 were
much shorter than those of the other parties. In India, the Muslim League soon estab-
lished almost the same program as the Congress Party. The only difference was the
call for “Pakistan.”

The advantage of “ethnic” action concepts is that they have a temporal lead when
it comes to mobilizing support. They do not need any discussion; instead they
directly dock at primordial elements that appear ready and clear. These concepts,
however, turn out to be of use in a dynamic process only, i.e., on the way toward the
ultimate goal of an ethnonational state. Once this goal is reached, the ethnonational
cleavage loses its meaning and purpose because large parts of the hostile ethno-
national camps are now fenced in by state borders. The “homogenized” interior does
not remain peaceful for long. Other cleavages will emerge in the business of
everyday politics.

This phenomenon can be ideally observed in Pakistan. After partition, the ethni-
centre of religion crumbled and was replaced by the ethnicentre of language. New
contrasts gained importance and influenced political outcomes. Intrareligious
cleavages have sharpened as well. Fights between Sunnis and the minority Shias
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have become increasingly frequent. This was primarily caused by a campaign of
Islamization, accompanied by an Urdu campaign since the 1980s which has removed
English as the official language. Riaz Hassan argues that “To the extent the
Islamization process disregards regional, lingusitic and primordial ties it only
succeeds in heightening the national sentiments of a number of nationalities which
constitute Pakistan.”' Regional movements for Baluchistani, Sindhi, or Pakhtani
autonomy have gained momentum. In addition, the former Muslim immigrants from
India (Mohajirs) who arrived after the partition have established themselves as an
ethnic group in Karachi. All these factors contradict the “ethnic” concept of the
homogeneous Muslim homeland of Pakistan.

To a certain extent, this tendency can be also observed in Serbia and the Serbian
parts of Bosnia, where “ethnic” harmony is weak and political dissent strong, above
all between Banja Luka and Pale. The case of the Bosnian Muslims has already been
mentioned. The difference is, however, that here the discrepancy between claim and
reality is not so great, since the goal of a Bosnian Muslim ethnonational state was
neither fully clear nor strongly pursued. The recent election successes of multiethnic
parties in Bosnia such as the Social Democrats underpin the assumption that new
cleavages beyond the “ethnic” ones can gain momentum in the phase of consolida-
tion."” This is a slow process, as the subsequent parliamentary election showed.
However, it is enough to annoy ethnonationalist spokespeople, as happened with
Izetbegovic when he explained the reasons for his resignation from the Bosnian
presidency in 2000: “The Bosniac [Bosnian Muslim] people have not recovered their
awareness to a sufficient degree. ... Then the Bosniac people split easily, they are
keen to argue amongst themselves, which is also one of the causes of my disappoint-
ment.”'®

The observations made in these case studies lead to the conclusion that, in the end,
there cannot be such things as ethnonational states (commonly called “nation
states”). The “ethnic” cleavage becomes cbsolete, or the “ethnic” concept will die
with its own success as it succeeds in attaining its highest goal, the ethnonational
state.

This is just the opposite of what Mill once recommended. He argued that before
democracy enters, society must be homogenized and develop a “harmony of
feeling.”® If this were true, democracy and ethnonationally heterogeneous states
could not exist together. However, almost all people in the world live in hetero-
geneous states and an increasing number of them are democracies."® Instead, we
have seen that if states are founded or do exist with the presumption of being ethno-
nationally homogeneous, the democratic system furthers and helps display ethno-
national heterogenization.

Breaking out of the Vicious Circle

Taking into consideration the findings of these case studies, political actors—
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external ones and internal ones anyway—should not give in to ethnonational
demands, neither symbolically, nor politically, nor institutionally. If they do so, this
will create a vicious circle in which every further step to solve conflicts, including
the drawing of borders, will be ever more tightly bound to the “ethnic” paradigm, as
happened in the cases of Yugoslavia and colonial India.

Donald Horowitz describes what this means for party systems: “Once ethnic
politics begins in earnest, each party, recognizing that it cannot count on defections
from members of the other ethnic group, has the incentive to solidify the support of
its own group.”""' This has an escalating effect in sharpening political contrasts along
ethnonational lines. Multi- and trans-"ethnic” parties will be ground between the
millstones. The unbridgeable and exclusive friend—foe scheme of Carl Schmitt'? will
be projected onto the ethnonational camps. Political constituencies will become
unmovable. The state will be paralyzed.

It is doubtful if and when the ex-Yugoslav states can break out of this vicious
circle. Still, there have been some encouraging signs. The overthrow of the ethno-
nationalist Milosevic regime by the united opposition and many ordinary people in
the streets of Belgrade in October 2000 is one example. Another is the death of
Franjo Tudjman, the decay of hardliners of the Croatian nationalist party HDZ
(Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica (Croatian Democratic Union)) in Croatia and their
turbulences in the Hercegovina, and the election victory of non-ethnonational forces
in Croatia at the beginning of 2000. The moderate government in the Serb entity of
Bosnia-Hercegovina had raised some hopes earlier. In Bosnia, the latest losses,
though moderate, of ethnonational parties also send positive signals. It is doubtful
whether India, which stiil claims to be a secular state, can prevent itself sliding into
an ethnonational mess as well. The rise of the Hindu ethnonationalists from the
margin of society to governmental power has solidified the positions of the ethno-
national camps. However, unlike in Bosnia-Hercegovina during and after the war,
there are still reasonably strong political alternatives such as the Congress Party.

The rise of similar alternatives in the Balkans depends largely on two dialectic
factors.

First of all, the external actors, who once—willingly or unwillingly—provided
ethnonationalists with incentives, are now turning to supporting multi- and trans-
“ethnic” forces. In the 2000 elections the Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Evrope (OSCE) clearly took a substantial stand and encouraged the Bosnians to
“vote for change”. Economic progress and new foreign policy perspectives can
promote new policy issues and divisions beyond the ethnonational question—which
leads uvs to the second point.

Non-ethnonational governments will benefit from a clear perspective of inter-
national partnership. The domestic political climate of Slovenia and Croatia has
profited from the mere existence of the issue of possible integration into the
European Union. Although this is a long-term perspective it is already helping to
steer debate away from the single and parochial issue of ethnonationalism.
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When ethnonational politics exists in an advanced stage, solutions are hard or
impossible to find within the “nation state” itself, despite varying institutional
approaches.'” The reasen is simple. It is just the state level to which ethnonationalists
have directed their projections and claims. The state level is the very bone of
contention. For, in the traditional view and in international law, the state is the only
guarantor of respect and of political and economic resources. Therefore, in order to
expel the hot air, it makes sense to move away from this level and to open up another
dimension.

The strongest alternative at present is the European Union (EU). In the more
advanced stage of European integration only five years after the war in Bosnia, it has
become much less likely that the member states will repeat their mistakes and pursue
conflicting national foreign policies toward warring parties. Moreover, joining EU
supra-state structures has become mentally, politically, and economically more and
more rewarding for Balkan states.

A quite ambiguous protagonist of the Bosnian war recognized this option a long
time ago. In the late 1960s, Alija Izetbegovic made a statement that today only few
people would attribute to him:

The creation of the European Economic Community—although this claim may seem
unacceptable at first sight—constitutes the most constructive event in 20th century
European history. And the establishment of this supranational structure was the first
real victory of the European peoples over nationalism. Nationalism has become a
luxury, a thing too expensive for small and even for medium-sized nations.'"

This illustrates that one will not find common ground for ethnonationalists and
promoters of civic-democratic societies on issues related to the substate level, like
primordialism and the existence and importance of “ethnic groups;” nor on the state
level, where the fight for resources is a zero-sum game. It is possible, however, to get
them together on the issue of supra-state structures. It is no coincidence that
regionalists—the distinction between them and ethnonationalists is often fluid—in
Italy, Spain, and Northern Ireland are often enthusiastic spokespeople for European
integration. One could presume that the South Asian Iandscape would look different
if only the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) would wake
up from its paralysis and develop supra-state structures.

This does not mean that this type of solution would constitute a cure-all against
ethnonational conflicts or *“ethnic” constructions. However, it would certainly be
valuable to create a variety of policy issues that would help prevent political debates
narrowing down to this sort of ideological simplicity, which often carries fatal con-
sequences.

It is important to create new worlds of experience, since everything is a purely
intellectual issue though ethnonational spokespeople claim—and too many people
believe them—that “ethnicity’” has something to do with true origin. As a last resort
of argumentation one can turn to anthropology. Excavations of skulls and bones in
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the Balkans and the Indian subcontinent do not confirm the “ethnic” cleavage at all."?
What matters is not what people are, but what they think. Worlds of experience shape
people’s minds and can even take the place of primordial factors. Terror, war, and
rape have convinced many that “ethnic groups” cannot live together even though it
has been exposed that this terror is based on the strategy of a relatively few brutal
activists only."®

International efforts in the Balkans which apply lessons learned from past
mistakes, secular governments in India, and new foreign-policy and supra-state
perspectives could bring about new worlds of experience, which may gradually
influence views and political outcomes. This scenario, however, will need a long
time to succeed.

Conclusion

What happened in Bosnia and colonial India was the result of a big mistake. The
error started to take hold in theory and later in practice. Internal and external actors
fell prey to, or actively promoted, the notion that, first, clear-cut ethnic groups exist
and, second, they are politically incompatible. Primordially speaking, this was
nonsense because ethnic features are spread diffusely and do not coincide with the
proclaimed groups. Also, politically, the cleavages were not that clear cut at all.
Ethnic conflict did not exist. Instead, ethnic cleavages in the primordial sense (and
political cleavages) ran counter to the “ethnic” concepts presented by cultural and
political spokesmen who argued that Serbs, Croats, Hindus, and Muslims were
indeed ethnic groups. To make their arguments more convincing, these spokesmen
searched for additional contrasts to the people’s beliefs, which they found in
alledgedly primordial features (language, customs, etc.) as well as in distorted
historiography.

Thus when conflicting parties speak of “ethnic conflict,” alarm bells should ring
among journalists and politicians. This has not been the case in the past. Instead,
journalists and politicians adopted these ideas without scrutiny, which led to
reporting and policy outcomes that were located within the “ethnic™ paradigm.

“Ethnicity,” as observed in Bosnia and colonizal India, is not a historic phe-
nomenon, but a concentric concept of action with religion as ethnicentre. It is the
ideological basis for ethnonationalism/communalism with political dynamics and
claims. It stands aloof of ethnicity in the primordial sense, though no alternative
terminology has emerged, primarily because ethnonationalists use this concept and
refer to primordial arguments in a highly selective way. However, their concept and
their strategy must be undressed in order to strip them of ideological and political
resources. This is even more necessary because ethnonationalists easily conquer the
political stage in times of societal transition and political vacuum. They sell a very
simple concept, which falls back on actually or alledgedly existing features (“selec-
tive primordialism™) that are not suited to political debate. Hence, they enjoy a
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temporal advantage over pluralist and democratic forces, whose arguments need
people’s attention and a political platform for discussion.

There is also a practical reason why avoiding ethnonational outcomes makes sense.
The final goal of ethnonationalists—the ethnonational state (“nation state”)—does
not solve any problems in the long run. State politics is too complicated to be
reduced to an “ethnic” cleavage. New antagonisms will quickly emerge within one
group when it no longer has to deal with the “others” in the same society. In addition,
refugee problems, disputed territories, and armament are likely to heat up the old
conflict between two proclaimed ethnonational states with new issues and new
means.

The readiness to grant sovereignty to proclaimed ethnonations is not only an
outcome of practical events (like the collapse of communism, German unification,
etc.) but also grounded in the ideas of history and international law. There are two
more conceptual mistakes that when combined create turbulences. The first is that
“nation” in post-Cold-War Europe and at the end of colonialism is mostly understood
in the “ethnic” rather than the political-democratic sense. The French Revolution did
not leave any enduring ideals in this sense. Secondly, “nation” is all too often
equated with “state” (as in the United Nations, where states, not nations, are
members). Confusing the (ethno)nation with the state on the international level
inevitably provides ethnonational spokespeople with arguments in their striving for
sovereignty as an end in itself.

A solution to dampen the conflict both within a (still} existing state structure and in
the stage of two states already divided by ethnonationalism is adding a new
dimension to the political scene, namely, supra-state perspectives. Often, the state
itself cannot provide a solution, in spite of a variety of institutional power-sharing
arrangements, already proposed and partly tried. This is because it is the state level
itself that is contested in the struggle for sovereignty. This struggle is a zero-sum-
game for the ethnonational actors. Interestingly, many ethnonationalists in Europe
can unite around the idea of European supra-state structures. Apart from economic
benefits, there is another more important reason for the attractiveness of such
structures: this exit option defuses the normatively overloaded notion of sovereignty
as it has developed since the nineteenth century.

These case studies of Bosnia and India lead to the following conclusion, which
awails testing in other areas: ethnic groups are not politically incompatible but are
incompatible with politics. If this insight descends from the sphere of academics to
Western policy advisers and politicians it could give them a better grip on conflict
resolution in modern times. Supranationality, devaluation of political sovereignty,
conceptual separation of nation and state, and the consequent denial of ethnic conflict
could open new doors in international politics at the beginning of the new mil-
lennium.
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