Interethnic Conflict: A Challenge for the Future of

the Newly Independent States

Abstract

This article focuses on the nature of
interethnic conflicts in the newly inde-
pendent states of theformer Soviet Union.
The author discusses the prevailing pat-
terns that characterize such conflicts and
gives a brief account of the changes that
tookplacein thenewly independent states
over the past decade that laid the ground
for the present volatile sociopolitical cli-
mate there. Apart from thematerial causes
of conflict, a lot of attention is given to
psychological causes such as the loss of
identity which is being compensated by a
growing nationalism. In the opinion of
the author, these psychological causes
should be given much more attention in
order topredict and prevent outbreaks of
interethnic conflicts in thearea.
Précis

Cet article étudie la nature des conflits
inter-ethniques dans les nouveaux Etats
indépendants del’Ex-Union Soviétique.
L’auteur décrit les principales caractéris-
tiques de ces conflits et donne un bref
compte-rendu des changements ayant eu
lieudans ces Etatsau cours de laderniére
décennie qui sont a l'origine de l'actuel
climat sociopolitique volatile dans cette
partie du monde. Mis a part les causes
matérielles de conflit, une attention par-
ticuliéreest accordée aux causes psycho-
logiques telle la perte d’identité qui est
compensée par une nationalisme gran-
dissant. Selon l'auteur, davantage d’at-
tention doit étre accordée a ces causes
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psychologiques afin de prédire et préve-
nir denouveaux conflits inter-ethniques
dans cetterégion.

Conflicts that developed in the Newly
Independent States (NIS) of the former
Soviet Union over the past decade sur-
prised an international community un-
prepared to address the consequences
effectively. Even less was it ready to
engage in preventive activity. One rea-
son is that these conflicts were unusual
intheir development, for the whole post-
socialist and post-Soviet environment
isan essentially new experience. Notall
military conflicts in the former Soviet

Union canbe considered “interethnic”.

It does not apply, for instance to the

October 1993 events in Moscow. One

can say that to some extent, most con-

flicts had an “interethnic” component.

The ethnic component may be obvious

as in Karabakh, Abkhazia and Ossetia.

This paper focuses primarily on con-

flicts that can be clearly characterized

as “interethnic” though some conclu-
sions may apply to other cases.
Seeking to understand interethnic
conflicts that developed in the post-So-
viet space onemay discern strange pat-
terns at first defying understanding:

1) Conflicts are often seen as a dispute
over some kind of “pie”—territory,
various types of resources, etc. How-
ever, in the case of the NIS it is diffi-
cult to discern which particular
“pie” the dispute was about. While
acertainredistribution of resources
does occur, along with a serious de-
crease of everything, it is hard to
speculate that this distribution was
the real cause of conflict. We may
also notice a tendency to see more
“struggle over resources” compo-
nent in conflicts appearing less
“interethnic”—such as Chechnya
or Tadjikistan.

2) Itisdifficultto fit the conflicts of the
Newly Independent States into an

3)

“oppressor-oppressed” framework.
Seventy years of Soviet rule had a
profound “levelling” effect on the
economic development of the re-
gions of the former USSR with the
result thatit was generally thebetter-
developed regions that perceived
themselves to be suffering from the
system. But after the disintegration
of the USSR these concerns seem to
have no reason to linger. When we
look at local conflicts it is usually
surprising how littleevidence of real
“oppression” can be found. Com-
monly, the oppression perceptions
of both conflicting parties were
much the same on both sides.

Finally, but mostastonishing, for the
short-term outcome of interethnic
conflicts in the former USSR, we can
observe more or less clearly a rule
that “the weaker side wins.” So far
the time frame is insufficient to ad-
equately appreciate long-term con-
sequences. The Ingush-Ossetian
conflict in the Suburban region of
North Ossetia during 1992 may be
an exception where the Ingush
population was forced toleave while
Ossetian forces were supportedina
few days of conflictby Russian Fed-
eral troops. In Moldova, Georgia,
Azerbaijan and Russia, small ethnic
autonomies took on their central
governments by an armed struggle
reaching de facto independence
with control over their own territory.
This is commonly explained by
claims of foreign interference. My
experience throughout five years
work as a peace activist in the con-
flict zones is that while such interfer-
ence played its role, it was never
sufficient to explain the paradox. In
the case of the Russian government
whose various branches are in con-
stant struggle with each other, in
practically every interethnic conflict
of former USSR states, Russia sup-

Refuge, Vol. 17, No. 2 (April 1998)

11

Centre for Refugee Sudies, York University % w[q
is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to J" §5

Refuge: Canada's Journal on Refugees/ Refuge: Revue canadienne sur les réfugiés

www.jstor.org JSTOR


https://www.jstor.org

ported both sides in one way or an-
other and was consequently blamed
or held responsible by both sides of
each respective conflict.

Tounderstand ethnic conflicts in the
post-Soviet states we must first under-
stand the character of the changes tak-
ing placein these countries over the past
decade. Thismeans renouncing idealis-
ticillusions about the events.

The dramatic change that took place
onthe territory of the former USSR dur-
ing the 1980s and early 1990s was a
“revolution from the top.” It was not
influenced by the masses at the base of
the social pyramid, nor by idealistic
intellectuals or former “dissidents.” It
was thehugebureaucraticelite, formed
through many decades of communist
rule, that pushed for reforms. These peo-
ple had successfully climbed to high
levels of the Soviet governmentappara-
tus and became tired of the limitations
imposed on themby the communist sys-
tem. Perestroika and glasnost served as
their opportunity tomove from manage-
rial positions tobecome owners, sothey
could openly use resources under their
control for increased personal con-
sumptionand power. This wasa “bour-
geois revolution” happening in unique
circumstances.

Historically, such change cameatan
earlier stage of industrial development
in countries where the majority of the
population was peasantry with a fairly
primitive life style and zero, or a very
lowlevel of, education. Changesinsuch
societies would have much greater and
morerapid impact on the position of the
elite than on the mass population.

Thesituationin the USSR was utterly
different. The Soviet Union was well
developed by many parameters despite
some serious deficiencies. Moreimpor-
tant, the old system on the onehand, left
people totally unprepared for amarket
system, and on the other,had made peo-
ple extremely dependent on the exten-
sive social safety net. This comprised
free (if low quality) medical care, free
(and fairly good) education, free
(though often inadequate) housing,
subsidized transportation, utilities,
etc.—together provided a fairly lowbut
decentstandard of living for almost the

entire population. People were con-
cerned not that the system was bad in
itself, but that it was not functioning
properly—it wasnotsufficiently “just.”
People were upset not that the system
was forcing them tobe “equal,” but that
some were “more equal than others”.
What first brought popularity to Rus-
sia’s current president Yeltsin were his
statements on the need to cut privileges
of the ruling elite. His rhetoricblended
wellwith—as Leo Tolstoy once putit—
that “everybody is satisfied with his
brain, but no one is satisfied with his
money!”

Takingallintoaccount, itis clear that
the changes thathappened went, right-
fully or not, directly contrary to the ex-
pectations and wishes of most people.
This ismostnotable in the privatization
of state property in most post-Soviet
states. A very appropriate historical
analogy may be the case of European
settlersbuying for tokens huge pieces of
land from Americannatives who obvi-
ously did not appreciate the signifi-
cance of the transaction.

The changes caused destruction of
most pieces of the existing “safety net”
which had come to play a vital role in
most people’s lives. This was all com-
plicated by the wrecking of the Soviet
Union asa country and integrated trad-
ing region. So while the changes canbe
characterized as a “revolution from the
top” they were like a devastating earth-
quake, destroying and disrupting the
whole political, economic and social
fabric of the existing social order. For
most people, all that they counted on,
hoped for, looked up to, was blown
away. Insuch circumstances, itis amaz-
ing how patient and tolerant people
havebeen, and how relatively little tur-
moil change of suchmagnitude hascre-
ated so far.

Along with loss of life’s “social fab-
ric,” the collective mentality has been
severely affected on the psychological
level.

Clearly, by no means everyone was
totally committed to communist con-
cepts. If this had been the case, such
changes would have had no chance of
taking place. Butat the same time, many
elements of communist ideology had

become widely accepted and incorpo-
rated into the culture. Evenbefore com-
munism, there were collective
traditions. Many “dissidents” oppos-
ing the old system wanted toreformit, so
itwould work according toiits officially
stated principles and teachings that
were conspicuously betrayed by the of-
ficial custodians. This can be clearly
seen by studying thejokes of the times:
“Communist leader Leonid Breznev
invites his mother to visit him in Mos-
cow. Heshowsherhishugeapartment,
takes her out to a huge mansion, a
‘dacha,” and shows her his pool, etc.
After he demonstrates all his wealth,
shelooks athim saying: ‘Dearson, Iam
so happy for you, but I am so afraid of
whatmighthappen to you if the Bolshe-
viks come back!””

Inreality, the main reference frame of
“ideological identification” for most
people were elements of communistide-

- ology—"Soviet” patriotism (i.e. nation-

alism)and ethnic, religious and cultural
background. The basis for the first two
elements was blown away by the gales
of change. The more significant these
were in people’s minds, the more pro-
nounced their perception of loss was.
Loss of social and psychological se-
curity led to a terrifying existential
vacuum. Along with sudden loss of the
Sovietorganization and economy came
new hardships associated with loss of
the familiar “social fabric.” People sud-
denly exposed to losses and new fears
began to take refuge in fundamental eth-
nic and religious identities. The explo-
sion of “nationalism” was not due to
“lifting the lid” from any formerly re-
pressed tensions. It is the direct result
and manifestation of profound change.
The need for identity formation, the
need to understand one’s place and role
inlife, theneed to know what torely on,
whom to trust and how to plan for to-
morrow, i.e. psychological orientation
and human security, is no less impor-
tant for survival than the need for food.
Discord in people’s minds can be-
comemanifestassocial unrest or worse.
It will be impossible to heal social con-
flicts without taking care of people’s
minds and their psychological needs.
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Clearly, claims of various ethnic
groups sharing the same territory, re-
sources,and a contradictory interpreta-
tion of history, set the conditions for
conflict. The peculiarity is that there
might notbe any “objective” reason to
explain this. Interethnic conflicts come
not as a result of contradictions over
specificissues—though suchissuesare
always present in conflicts—they de-
velop on the base of the profound psy-
chologicalimpact that the changes over
the past ten years had on the people of
the former USSR. This psychological en-
vironment is liable to exploitation by a
certain type of political aspirant that
preysonnational sentiments, historical
events, and identifies scapegoats to
blame for hardships that people face.

Inorder tobetter understand conflict
dynamics, inaddition to “material” fac-
tors (shortage of certain resources, eco-
nomic inequality, etc.) we must
recognize psychological and spiritual
factors. Itis especially important to un-
derstand the perception of loss over the
past years influencing self-identifica-
tion.

For the ethnic majorities in former
Soviet Republics, “psychological loss”
may be mitigated by winning independ-
ence. Ethnicity for them was relatively
stronger than their “soviet” or “social-
ist” identity. Ethnicminorities in former
republics traditionally placed hope in
central government to “counterbal-
ance” republican leadership. Now the
“counterbalance” is gone, leaving mi-
norities increasingly vulnerable. “Psy-
chological loss” may notreflecta visible
reality or decline in standards of living,
availability of resources, etc. Some
groups have come to fear losing their
identity in the new environment. Such
fear can mobilize strong responses in
small or threatened groups and may
induce formation of new coalitions or
apparently irrational behaviour.

Warsin the former Soviet Union usu-
ally show a similar level of weaponry
from the arsenal of the Soviet Army. In
the absence of one side having a great
technological advantage over the other,
the situation favours “resources
against dedication”. The militaries of
the Newly Independent States are sig-

nificantly stronger than opponents in
terms of resources available, at least at
the early stages of conflict. However,
opponentsaremuchstrongerinthe term
of dedication to a cause. Wars may be
divided into “those which can be lost”
and “those which cannot be lost.” So
far, dedication, based on fear of losing
the last “safe haven” in this troubled
world—ethnicidentity—has provento
bemuch stronger factor for the outcome
of the crisis than visible advantage of
having various resources necessary to
manage the war. Thisis explains the so-
called “weaker-win” phenomenon.
More important than how strong you
are, is how afraid are you of losing.

When we look at post-conflict situa-
tions today, we can observe that “win-
ners” are in a comparatively worse
situation than losers. The absence of
economic resources worsened by the
lack of international recognition plays
its role in the long run. However, this
situation only strengthens the power of
the ruling elite and allows it to sustain
fear of another war among local popula-
tion, which increases risk for further
conflict. Post-war regions suffer from
highlevels of crime—even compared to
the high overall crimelevel of the former
USSR. This facilitates further authori-
tarianrule (rather characteristicamong
the NIS states).

Toynbee: One cause for the recent
outbreak of lawlessness in a number
of fields of life is the turning of men
into soldiers in the two world wars,
and in the many local wars that have
beenwaged since 1914. Warisadelib-
erate reversal of the normal inhibi-
tion against taking human life. For a
soldier, killing his fellow human be-
ingisadutyinstead of being the crime
that it is if he commits murder as a
civilian. This arbitrary and immoral
reversal of a major ethical rule is be-
wildering and demoralizing in itself.
Moreover, a soldier on active service
is torn out of his customary social
setting and is therefore released from
all his customary social restraints.
Whenheiscommanded tokill,itisno
wonder that he also ceases to be gov-
erned by other normal inhibitions
againstraping, looting, and drug tak-
ing. Thedemoralization of American
troops in Vietnam was an extreme

case of what always happens to sol-
diers on campaign.

Ikeda:Inallages, warbrings thiskind

of demoralization.}

Desperation, crime, and authoritar-
ian rule are factors leading to further
strengthening of the existing vicious
cycle and, consequently, to the future
conflict. On the otherhand, as time goes
by, people psychologically adjust to the
new environment and the possibilities
for mobilizing them around the same
goals as in the past diminish. This con-
tradictory situation mustbe wellunder-
stood when we consider choices the
international community may have to
address such problems.

Itis unjustand counterproductive to
try tosolve these problemsby applying
new or other forms of pressure or vio-
lence. Forexample, applying economic
sanctions against parties involved
servesno one. Helping people toadjust
economically and psychologically to
the new situation; supporting “grass-
roots” activities and local NGOs as es-
sential elements needed for building
democratic civil societies, is a much
better option for conflict preventionand
resolution.

If we really want to understand what
is going on in NIS states and be able to
predictand prevent future outbreaks of
violence, we must focus more research
on psychological aspects of the present
situation. We should examine such fac-
tors as: what have people lost over the
pastyearsin terms of their self-identifi-
cation; how strong are their fears; and
whatevents or phenomenamay trigger
violent or explosive responses etc.

My experience with interethnic con-
flicts is as a peace activist, not a psy-
chologist. However, Ihave learned from
my experience, that we must use psy-
chological insight in analysis of these
pre-conflict and conflict situations. A
better psychology and wiser therapy
seem tobeneeded in order to cope with
continuing challenges in the Newly In-
dependent States.m

Notes

1. Arnold Toynbee and Daisaku Ikeda,
Choose Life: A Dialogue, edited by Richard L.
Gage (London: Oxford University Press,
1976). o
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