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Abstract. I critically examine the existing literature on the security dilemma in ethnic
conflict, thus laying part of the foundation for constructing a dynamic and integrative
theory of ethnic conflict. I show that many attempts to apply the security dilemma to the
understanding of ethnic conflict have been based on an imprecise and often mistaken
understanding of the concept. I then emphasise that the security dilemma theory and the
broader spiral model constitute a dynamic, versatile and powerful theory of strategic
interaction that captures some general dynamics leading to the outbreak of war. As such,
the security dilemma theory and the broader spiral model, when properly understood, can
serve as part of the foundation of a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict, and
such a theory will be able to integrate many diverse understandings of ethnic conflict from
different schools of International Relations (IR) theory. I show the feasibility and the utility
of such a theory.

Shiping Tang is Professor at the School of International Relations and Public Affairs
(SIRPA), Fudan University, Shanghai, China. Prior to his current appointment, he was
Senior Fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Nanyang Technological
University, Singapore, where this article was written. His most recent publications include
A General Theory of Institutional Change (Routledge, forthcoming, 2011), A Theory of
Security Strategy for Our Time: Defensive Realism (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), and articles
in Chinese Journal of International Politics, European Journal of International Relations,
International Studies Review, Journal of Economic Issues, Philosophy of the Social Sciences,
and Security Studies. He thanks two RIS anonymous reviewers for their critical comments.
Tow Seow-Keat and Zhang Jie provided excellent assistance. The usual disclaimer applies.

Introduction

As Robert Jervis noted, when a good idea comes along, we tend to expand, extend
and apply it widely, without considering its problems and limitations.1 The security
dilemma is one of those good ideas in International Relations (IR) theory.2 Not

1 Jervis, ‘Realism, Game Theory, and Cooperation’, World Politics, 40 (1988), pp. 317–49, p. 318.
2 Herbert Butterfield, History and Human Relations (London: Collins, 1951); John Herz, Political

Realism and Political Idealism: A Study in Theories and Realities (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1951); Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1976), chap. 3; and idem, ‘Cooperation under the security dilemma,’
World Politics, 30 (1978), pp. 167–214.
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surprisingly, many have expanded, extended, and applied it to ‘address many of the
most important questions of International Relations theory and security policy’.3

Indeed, the security dilemma, while often regarded as a concept within defensive
realism, has proven to be so irresistible that it has been taken up by most, if not
all, non-realism paradigms. Many proponents of non-realism paradigms have
argued that their prescriptions – be it building international institutions, democ-
ratisations, or reshaping states’ identities, can help bring peace and cooperation
partly because those prescriptions can alleviate the security dilemma.4

The eruption of ethnic tension and then conflict within the former Soviet Union
after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the violent disintegration of the former
Yugoslavia Federation brought ethnic conflict to the front page, even though
ethnic conflict has been with us for centuries, if not millenniums.5 The collapse of
central authority and the emergence of de facto anarchy in those places also
provide IR scholars with the justification for applying the security dilemma to
ethnic conflict, because the security dilemma requires a (de facto) anarchical
environment to operate. This sizable literature on the security dilemma in ethnic
conflict is a result of these two developments. Along the way, the security dilemma
has become a prominent tool for understanding ethnic conflict, and some pundits
have prescribed specific solutions for resolving ethnic conflict based on their
understanding of ethnic conflict by applying the security dilemma.6

This article critically examines this literature on the security dilemma in ethnic
conflict.7 I first show that many attempts of applying the security dilemma to
understand ethnic conflict have been based on an imprecise and often mistaken
understanding of the concept. As a result, the literature on the security dilemma
in ethnic conflict, despite shedding some light on the dynamics of ethnic conflict,
has also obscured some fundamental facts about ethnic conflict.

I then show that the security dilemma can be applied to ethnic conflict,
provided our application is grounded upon a sound understanding of the concept.
Understood correctly, the security dilemma theory (model) and the broader spiral

3 Charles L. Glaser, ‘The Security Dilemma Revisited’, World Politics, 50 (1997), pp. 171–201, 172.
4 Robert O. Keohane and Lisa L. Martin, ‘The Promise of Institutionalist Theory’, International

Security, 20 (1995), pp. 39–51; Lars-Erik Cederman, ‘Back to Kant: Reinterpreting the Democratic
Peace as a Macrohistorical Learning Process’, American Political Science Review, 95 (2001),
pp. 15–31, and Alexander Wendt, ‘Constructing International Politics’, International Security, 20
(1995), pp. 71–81.

5 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1985);
Joseph Rothschild, Ethnopolitics: A Conceptual Framework (New York: Columbia University Press,
1981).

6 Chaim D. Kaufmann, ‘Possible and Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars’, International
Security, 20 (1996), pp. 139–75.

7 I restrict my attention to those works that have employed the security dilemma as a major analytical
tool. Chaim Kaufmann employed the security dilemma to advance partition as a preferred solution
to ethnic conflict, but his discussion of the security dilemma has been brief and largely recited
Posen’s elaboration. See, Kaufmann, ‘Possible and Impossible Solutions’, pp. 147–50. William Rose
claimed to have developed some hypotheses about the security dilemma and ethnic conflict but he
did not really deploy the security dilemma as an analytical tool. Rose, ‘The Security Dilemma and
Ethnic Conflict: some new hypotheses’, Security Studies, 9 (2002), pp. 1–51. Instead, his analytical
tool is offense-defense theory because he mistakenly took offense-defense theory as an integral part
of the security dilemma theory. I address the problems of offense-defense theory and its relationship
with the security dilemma in detail in Shiping Tang, ‘Offense-Defense Theory: Toward a Definitive
Understanding’, Chinese Journal of International Politics, 3 (2010), pp. 213–60. Melander (1999,
2009) also relied on the security dilemma but has essentially focused on ‘the need to preempt’, which
I discuss in the section on Paul Roe below.
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model constitute a dynamic, versatile, and powerful theory of state or group
interaction that captures some general dynamics leading to the outbreak of war,
including ethnic conflict.8 As such, the security dilemma theory and the broader
spiral model can serve as part of the foundation of a dynamic and integrative theory
of ethnic conflict (and cooperation). Such a theory will be able to accommodate
many factors and integrate many diverse understandings of ethnic conflict from
realism, social psychological approach, social constructivism, the Copenhagen
school, and the ‘rational choice approach’.

Getting the security dilemma in ethnic conflict right is of not only academic
value but also policy relevance. Theory-wise, because the security dilemma centres
on states’ uncertainty over each other’s intentions (see below) and how to cope
with the uncertainty over others’ intentions and the fear derived from it is a central
question in international politics,9 getting the security dilemma in ethnic conflict
right connects the discussion with some of the key debates in international politics.
Policy-wise, gauging the intentions of the other side (and thus getting the nature
of a spiralling conflict right) is crucial for formulating one’s policy toward the other
side, and gauging the intentions of both sides right is crucial for formulating sound
policy for mediation and intervention.10

The rest of the article is constructed as follows. Section 1 summarises a more
rigorously reformulation of the security dilemma developed elsewhere.11 Section 2
and section 3 critically examine the expansionist and the stripping-down misap-
plications of the concept. Section 4 demonstrates the value of the security dilemma
theory for constructing dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict and points
to the possibility of such a theory. A brief conclusion follows.

1. The security dilemma reformulated

By critically examining and building upon the original expositions of the security
dilemma by Butterfield, Herz, and Jervis,12 I have arrived at a more rigorous

8 Shiping Tang, ‘Fear in International Politics: Two Positions’, International Studies Review, 10 (2008),
pp. 451–70. We shall differentiate the security dilemma from security dilemma theory (or model).
The security dilemma is a concept for labelling a particular phenomenon. Security dilemma theory
is the body of knowledge that seeks to understand the underlying causes, regulation, and
implications of the security dilemma.

9 Here, it is critical to differentiate intentions from motives. Motives are states’ (immediate) interests
or preferences over goals or outcomes. Intentions are states’ preferences over strategies/behaviours.
Hence, while all states want power, malign states seek power by intentionally threatening
others, whereas benign states do not. On the differences between preferences over strategies and
preferences over goals, see Robert Powell, ‘Anarchy in International Relations Theory: The
Neorealist-Neoliberal Debate’, International Organization, 48 (1994), pp. 313–44, esp. 318–21.

10 Due to the enormous complexity of prescribing sound policies to containing ethnic conflict, however,
I shall take on this task in another work. For an earlier and solid attempt, see Daniel Byman,
Keeping the Peace: Lasting Solutions to Ethnic Conflicts (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press,
2002).

11 Shiping Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma: A Conceptual Analysis’, Security Studies, 15 (2009),
pp. 587–623.

12 Booth and Wheeler (2008) is a more recent major treatise on the concept. Ken Booth and Nicholas
Wheeler, The Security Dilemma: Fear, Cooperation, and Trust in World Politics (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008). Unfortunately, their understanding of the concept too suffers from serious
misunderstandings. For a detailed discussion, see Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’.
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(re-)formulation of the security dilemma, which I call it the BHJ formulation after
its three founding figures. As I elaborate in detail elsewhere, the BHJ formulation,
when coupled with an explicit differentiation of the security dilemma (as a
phenomenon or a theory/model) from a spiral (again, as phenomenon or a model),
is not only more rigorous but also more versatile. The BHJ formulation clarifies
much confusion in existing literature while capturing and integrating many
factors/dynamics and insights into a coherent theory of war and peace via
interaction between states or groups.13 This section briefly summarises this
reformulation and some of its most critical implications that are most relevant for
the discussion follow.

The BHJ formulation has eight major aspects: (1) The ultimate source of the
security dilemma is the anarchic nature of international politics.14 (2) Under
anarchy, states cannot be certain about each other’s present and future intentions,
partly because intentions can change. As a result, states tend to fear each other
(that is, the other side may be a predator).15 (3) The security dilemma is
unintentional in origin: only between two states that merely want security without
intending to threaten the other – that is, both are benign or defensive realist states
– can a genuine security dilemma exist.16 (4) Due to the uncertainty about each
other’s intentions (hereafter, uncertainty) and fear, states resort to the accumula-
tion of power or capabilities as a means of defence, and these capabilities inevitably
contain some offensive capabilities; (5) the dynamics of the security dilemma is
self-reinforcing and often leads to (unintended and bad) spiral-like situations, such
as the worsening of relationships, arms race, and war; (6) the dynamics of the
security dilemma tends to make some measures for increasing security such as
accumulating unnecessary offensive capabilities self-defeating: more power but less
security;17 (7) the vicious cycle derived from the security dilemma can lead to tragic
results, such as unnecessary or avoidable wars and, (8) the severity of the security
dilemma can be regulated by both physical factors (for example, geography,
asymmetric distribution of power) and social psychological factors (for example,
ethnocentrism, nationalism, worst-case mentality).

Among the eight aspects, three aspects are essential: anarchy (which leads to
uncertainty, fear, and the need for self-help for survival or security), lack of malign
intention on both sides, and some accumulation of power (including offensive
capabilities). In contrast, other aspects are either consequences or regulators of the
security dilemma, and they are neither sufficient nor necessary for the rise and
continuation of the security dilemma. The three essential aspects are what make a
situation a genuine security dilemma, and other aspects cannot make a situation a

13 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’.
14 In the context of ethnic conflict, anarchy can be de facto anarchy (that is, collapse of central

authority). Anarchy should be understood as not the direct cause of the security dilemma, but rather
as a necessary and permissive condition for the security dilemma to arise. See also Alan Collins, The
Security Dilemma of Southeast Asia (London: Macmillan 2000), p. 12.

15 Although uncertainty about others’ intentions must logically precede fear and the two are
ontologically different, they are so closely intertwined that I list them together in Fig. 1. For a useful
discussion, see Tang, ‘Fear in International Politics’.

16 I have followed the tradition of restricting the discussion on security dilemma to dyadic cases.
Adding a third party that can be a direct part of a potential conflict to the picture will make the
problem more complex.

17 The existence of security dilemma only means that some measures of self-help will be self-defeating.
In other words, some measures of self-help are not self-defeating: they do increase a state’s security.
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genuine security dilemma, however powerfully they may operate, if the three
essential aspects do not apply to the situation.

With this more rigorous definition, it becomes evident that the complete causal
link from anarchy to the security dilemma and then to war is rather lengthy and
by no means straightforward, and it can be captured as follows: Anarchy generates
uncertainty; uncertainty leads to fear; fear then leads to power competition; power
competition activates the (dormant) security dilemma; and the activated security
dilemma leads to war through a spiral (see Figure 1).

Several immediate implications of the more rigorous reformulation should be
stressed.

Figure 1. The causal link from security dilemma and war.
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First, the upper part of Figure 1 speaks about the fundamental and proximate
causes of the security dilemma, whereas the lower part of Figure 1 speaks about
the potential outcomes that can be produced by a security dilemma, and these two
parts must be understood separately. Although the security dilemma may produce
certain types of outcome, not all those types of outcome are produced by a security
dilemma. Thus, while the security dilemma can produce unintended and self-
defeating results, not all such results are produced by a security dilemma.18

Likewise, while the security dilemma can produce (bad) spiral-like situations (for
example, a deterioration in relations), not all spirals are caused by a security
dilemma.19 Finally and most critically, while the security dilemma can potentially
lead to war, not all wars are caused by a security dilemma.20

Second, we should clearly differentiate the causal factors that give birth to the
security dilemma (anarchy, uncertainty and fear, and some accumulation of power)
from the physical and psychological regulators of the security dilemma. Although
regulators regulate the severity of the security dilemma, they can neither give birth
to, nor are they necessary for maintaining, the security dilemma (Kydd, 1997a; see
also Glaser, 1992 and Jervis, 1976). Thus, just because some regulators (for
example, misperceptions) are exacerbating a (spiral-like) situation, it does not mean
that the situation is a security dilemma. By the same token, the absence of certain
regulators does not mean that the situation is not a security dilemma either.

Third, we should clearly differentiate the causal factors that give birth to the
security dilemma from the potential intermediary outcomes that are induced by the
security dilemma but at the same time can come back to reinforce the security
dilemma through a feedback mechanism. For instance, although an arms race can
reinforce a security dilemma, the arms race is a possible outcome, not a source, of
the security dilemma. Likewise, while some state behaviours can generate uncer-
tainty and fear in other states, which can then come back to exacerbate the security
dilemma, this uncertainty and fear should not be confused with the original
uncertainty and fear dictated by anarchy. Feedbacks are not cause.

Fourth and most critically, all three essential aspects (anarchy, lack of malign
intention, and some accumulation of power) are absolutely necessary for a genuine
security dilemma to exist. Neglecting any one of the fundamental aspects will
inevitably lead to error. One cannot identify a particular situation as a security
dilemma just because that situation possesses several unessential aspects of the
security dilemma: A situation is a security dilemma only if it has all three essential
aspects of the security dilemma. If one is allowed to label a situation that has some
of the unessential aspects yet lacks the essential aspects of a security dilemma as
a security dilemma, then the security dilemma is ‘in danger of becoming a
meaningless and ambiguous term associated with any deterioration in relations’.21

18 For instance, deterrence policies can also and, often do, produce unintended and self-defeating
consequences. See Jervis, Perception and Misperception, pp. 81, 90.

19 For instance, the early part of the Cold War (circa 1944–1948) was a classic spiral (that is, the
relationship between the Soviet Union and the US steadily deteriorated), but this part of the Cold
War was not, nor caused by, a security dilemma because the Soviet Union under Stalin was a malign
state.

20 For a more detailed discussion on this key question, see Shiping Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy
for Our Time (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), chap. 3 and the references cited there.

21 Collins, The Security Dilemma, p. 24.
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A fifth point follows immediately from the fourth point. Because anarchy and
some accumulation of power are usually, if not always, present, this leaves lack of
malign intention as the most critical ingredient for identifying whether a situation
is a genuine security dilemma.22 When one or two sides in a situation is malign
(that is, intentionally threatening), a situation is not a genuine security dilemma
even if it has all other aspects of a security dilemma such as spiral and unintended
consequences.

Sixth, the security dilemma is conditional, not universal. Because the security
dilemma requires lack of malign intention to operate, between two states, whenever
one or both states are intentionally threatening – whether the other side knows it
or not – there is no real security dilemma between them.

Seventh, the security dilemma is structural, not perceptual or psychological, in
origin – only a competitive self-help anarchy can give birth to the security dilemma.

Eighth, exactly because the security dilemma contains eight critical aspects, the
security dilemma as a concept and a theory is both extremely inclusive and
restrictive. The security dilemma can accommodate many situations and factors
(for example, geography, hatred), but certain situations and factors simply do not
belong to the security dilemma either as a concept or a theory of state/group
interaction (for example, malign intentions).

Finally, it is useful and indeed necessary to differentiate the security dilemma
(model) from the broader spiral (model). A spiral does not require lack of malign
intentions on both sides to operate: a spiral is compatible with both benign and
malign intentions. As such, a spiral is universal whereas a security dilemma is
conditional. There is, however, a reversible and graduated continuum between a
security dilemma and a spiral: A security dilemma can be transformed into a spiral
when one or both sides become malignant (for example, one or two sides may
become so frightened that they may decide that their security now requires them
to pursue aggression).23 As becomes clear below, many of the situations in existing
literature on the security dilemma in ethnic conflict are better captured by the
broader spiral model, rather than the more restrictive security dilemma model.
Apparently, only when such a point of changing intentions from benign to malign
is crossed, would a conflict actually break out.

22 This, of course, immediately begs the question how to read others’ present intentions and anticipate
others’ future. This problem is beyond the scope of this article, and I shall merely point out that
there are essentially two ways for reading another state’s present intentions: 1) observing its
behaviour toward other states, and 2) reassurance, that is signalling one’s benign intentions and then
gauging the other state’s intentions by reading into its reaction toward one’s signals of benign
intentions. I develop a theory of reassurance as a theory of cooperation-building via intention-
reading in Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy, chap. 5. The question of anticipating others’ future
intentions is to be addressed separately in another work.

23 For a more detailed discussion of this continuum, see Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’. This dynamic
can be understood as a change in preference over strategies – from defensive to offensive, even
though the preference over goals (that is, security or power) remain the same. Here, it is critical to
reject the notion of ‘security-driven’ or ‘defensive’ expansions. Once we differentiate preferences over
strategies from preferences over goals, it becomes clear that expansions are signatures of malign
intentions and the label of ‘security-driven’ or ‘defensive’ expansions should not retain the
connotation of having benign intentions that is now conferred by those adjectives. Accepting the
notion of ‘security-driven’ or ‘defensive’ expansions is equal to accepting the notion that there are
no fundamental difference between malign states and benign states. For a more detailed discussion,
see Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy, esp. chap. 1 and 3.
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II. The expansionist drive: three waves

Barry Posen brought the security dilemma into the studies of ethnic conflict.
Posen’s initial foray was then taken up by Stuart J. Kaufman and capped by Paul
Roe. Armed with the BHJ formulation, this section critically examines these major
works and shows that all three authors’ application of the concept was based on
misguided extension and expansions of the concept.

A. Barry Posen

Barry Posen advanced that ‘the collapse of imperial regimes [for example, the
Soviet Union] can be profitably viewed as a problem of emerging anarchy’. As
such, Posen argued that the security dilemma theory can be fruitfully applied to
understand ethnic conflict under this emerging anarchy. He defined the security
dilemma as follows: ‘States can trigger these reactions even if they have no
expansionist inclinations. This is the security dilemma: what one does to enhance
one’s own security causes reactions that, in the end, can make one less secure.’ In
his discussion, of the eight major aspects of the security dilemma, Posen paid
attention to the following six: (1) anarchy (or de facto/emerging anarchy); (2) fear
(implicitly due to the uncertainty about others’ intentions); (3) lack of expansionist
(or malign) intentions; (4) self-defeating result; (5) an action-reaction spiral that
can drive two states to preventive and pre-emptive actions, and (6) the regulation
of the security dilemma by indistinguishability of offense and defense weapons, by
offense-defense balance, geography, and potential allies.24 Most importantly, Posen
did include the crucial ingredient – lack of malign intention – in his definition.

Yet, Posen contradicted himself almost immediately. He noted that there was
a security dilemma between the Croats and the Serbs in Croatia even when ‘there
were plenty of signals of malign intent [on both sides]’.25 Posen thus implicitly
asserted that the security dilemma is compatible with malign intentions. Such a
stand, of course, is incompatible with his definition of the security dilemma.

B. Stuart J. Kaufman

After Posen’s initial foray, Stuart J. Kaufman brought the security dilemma firmly
into the field of ethnic conflict in three consecutive articles.26

24 Barry Posen, ‘The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict’, Survival, 35 (1993), pp. 27–47, esp.
pp. 27–35. I address the offense-defense balance (ODB) as a key component of offense-defense theory
in Tang, ‘Offense-Defense Theory’. Briefly, I show that ODB is a theoretical hoax that holds little
value.

25 Posen, ‘The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict’, p. 37.
26 Stuart J. Kaufman, ‘The Irresistible Force and the Imperceptible Object: The Yogoslva Breakup and

Western Policy’, Security Studies, 4 (1994–1995), pp. 281–319; ‘An “International” Theory of
Inter-ethnic War’, Review of International Studies, 22 (1996), pp. 149–71; ‘Spiraling to Ethnic War’,
International Security, 21 (1996), pp. 108–38. Kaufman’s more recent work essentially retained his
earlier understanding of the security dilemma, although he now seems to downgrade its importance.
See Kaufman, Modern Hatred: the Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell
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In his first article, Kaufman did not define the security dilemma, yet his
misunderstandings of the security dilemma were already evident. Kaufman
repeatedly asserted: ‘elite-led violence [. . .] created a security dilemma’, and ‘this
rise in violent chauvinism creates a security dilemma spiral’.27 Yet, according to the
BHJ formulation, violent chauvinism can only exacerbate a security dilemma.
Meanwhile, (sporadic) elite-led violence either turns an already existing security
dilemma into a security-threat spiral or is the result of a security dilemma or spiral
(see below).

Kaufman’s misunderstanding of Jack Snyder’s structural security dilemma was
also obvious. Kaufman thought that Snyder defined a structural security dilemma
as ‘a situation in which the security of each state requires the insecurity of
others’.28 As a matter of fact, however, Snyder defined the security dilemma – not
just the structural security dilemma – as ‘a situation in which the security of each
state requires the insecurity of others’.29

In his two latter articles, Kaufman did define the security dilemma, giving two
seemingly similar but actually quite different definitions of the security dilemma.
Citing Jervis, Snyder, and Posen, Kaufmann defined the security dilemma as ‘a
situation in which its [that is, a state’s] attempts to increase its security threaten the
security of its neighbour. When this occurs, the neighbour often takes countera-
vailing action to protect itself, whereupon the first state perceives a threat, and a
spiral of escalating hostility results. The key point is that the conflict need not be
the result of aggressive intent; it is the result of the structure of the situation, a
structural security dilemma. The ultimate result is sometimes war.’30

In contrast, retaining Posen and Snyder while discarding Jervis, Kaufman gave
a very different definition in a later article. ‘A security dilemma requires that the
fears of extinction be mutual – that actions taken by one side to avert extinction
be seen by the other side as threatening extinction for themselves. A security
dilemma also requires a de facto situation of anarchy and – if it is to lead to war
– the military means to enable both sides to fight [. . .] Each group’s fear of
extinction may then become justified, because its existence as a community may
really be threatened by the goals of the other. If this point is reached, each group
is driven to increasingly extreme measures – especially the creation and use of
armed forces – to protect itself and coerce other groups. The result is a security
dilemma: a situation in which one side to make itself more secure have the effect
of making the other side less secure.’31 Apparently, by the time of his third article,
Kaufman only paid attention the following aspects of the security dilemma: (1) de
facto or emerging anarchy; (2) fear; (3) the presence of military capabilities to hurt;
(4) the spiral (action-reaction dynamics); (5) unintended consequences, and (6) the

University Press, 2001), pp. 9–10, p. 12; idem, ‘Symbolic Politics or Rational Choice? Testing
Theories of Extreme Ethnic Violence’, International Security, 30 (2006), pp. 45–86.

27 Kaufman, ‘The Irresistible Force’, pp. 282, 285. Emphasis added.
28 Ibid., p. 293.
29 Kaufman, ‘The Irresistible Force’, pp. 293. Jack Snyder, ‘Perceptions of the Security Dilemma in

1914’, in Psychology and Deterrence, edited by Robert Jervis, Richard Ned Lebow, and Janice Stein
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1985), p. 155.

30 Kaufman, ‘An “International” Theory’, pp. 150–1. Hostility can mean both an emotion state and
behaviour (a hostile act). Kaufman uses hostility to denote an emotional state. ‘People do not engage
in ethnic violence unless they are hostile, that is, unless they actively want to harm each other.’
(Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, p. 111; emphasis added) Apparently, such a state equals to malign intentions.

31 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 109, 111.
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outcome (for example, war). Most importantly, while the definition in his second
article includes lack of malign intentions on both sides, the definition in his third
article discards this essential element. As a result, his application of the security
dilemma became more questionable. Overall, Kaufman committed four errors that
reinforce each other.

First, he disregarded the unintentional origin of the security dilemma. By
repeatedly emphasising that a security dilemma is ‘created’, ‘caused’, or ‘provoked’
by aggressive intentions and behaviours in numerous places, Kaufmann explicitly
regarded the security dilemma as an intentional, rather than an unintentional,
enterprise.32 When discussing elite-led ethnic conflict, Kaufman claimed, ‘The
security dilemma is not inherent in the situation, but is created by aggressive elites
on one or both sides’, and ‘elite intentionally cause both mass hostility and a
security dilemma’.33 When discussing mass-led ethnic conflict, he similarly asserted:
‘Long standing ethnic hostility pushes elites to take increasingly extreme positions
on ethnic issues. The resulting behavior creates a security dilemma.’34 Furthermore,
he maintained that ‘anarchy and the possibility of a security threat are not enough
to create a security dilemma between communities which may have been at peace
for decades’. Instead, an ethnic security dilemma fundamentally requires hostile
intention to operate: ‘An ethnic security dilemma requires reciprocal fears of group
extinction, and such fears do not arise unless hostile masses define their security in
extreme ways, or unless outbidding elites emerge to make the pursuit of such goals
into policy.’35

Second, by repeatedly asserting that actual violence must precede the security
dilemma in his theoretical elaborations and empirical cases, Kaufman implied that
the causal link between the security dilemma and actual conflict is that the latter
causes the former.36 Such a formulation is diametrically opposite to the BHJ
formulation, which explicitly maintains that it is the security dilemma that causes
large-scale violence (that is, war), not the other way around, although ‘extreme
measures’ and sporadic violence can exacerbate a security dilemma or an active
spiral.

Third, Kaufman misunderstood the spiral dynamics of a security dilemma.
Examining the case of the Dniestr region in Moldova, he claimed, ‘Eventually, the
extremists organize militias and armies to launch violent provocations. If the other
side responds in kind, a security dilemma spiral takes off, continuously fed by
violent propaganda [. . .] What drove nationalist extremists to violence was the
resistance, first by the conservative government, and later by Russophones, to those
measures (especially the language law) the nationalists considered necessary for
their group’s survival.’37 In reality, the spiral had taken off long before the

32 These verbs were literally littered in Kaufman’s two papers. See, for example, Kaufman, ‘An
“International” Theory’, pp. 150, 154–7, 161; idem, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 107, 109, 111–2, p. 117. A fitting
verb for most these statements should be ‘exacerbate’, ‘aggravate’, or ‘harden’. ‘Provoke’ can mean
both ‘cause/incite’ and ‘aggravate/inflame/arouse’, but it is evident that ‘provoke’ is equivalent to
‘create’ or ‘cause’ for Kaufman.

33 Kaufman, ‘An “International” Theory’, pp. 158, 170. Emphasis added.
34 Ibid., p. 150, emphasis added.
35 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, p. 112; emphasis in original. See also idem, ‘An “International” Theory’,

p. 156; Modern Hatred, p. 12, p. 34.
36 Kaufman, Modern Hatred, pp. 19–22, 63.
37 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 117, 124; emphasis added.
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potential victim reacted: the spiral took off as soon as central authority collapsed
and uncertainty and fear set in.

Fourth, Kaufman’s discussion heavily relies on Jack Snyder’s ‘structural
security dilemma’ and ‘perceptual security dilemma’. Yet, Snyder’s two concepts
were also based on misunderstanding of the security dilemma.38

Exploring different explanations for aggressive behaviour and differentiating
states into security-seekers and expansion/power-seekers, Snyder identified four
possible explanations: the structural security dilemma, the perceptual security
dilemma, imperialist’s (security) dilemma, and deadlock.39 Apparently, his ‘struc-
tural security dilemma’ corresponds to a security dilemma with only physical
modifiers, and his ‘perceptual security dilemma’ corresponds to a security dilemma
with both physical and perceptual/psychological modifiers. Because the two sides in
the ‘structural security dilemma’ and the ‘perceptual security dilemma’ are benign
states, both labels depict genuine security dilemmas. Nowhere did Snyder suggest
that ‘structural security dilemma’ and ‘perceptual security dilemma’ are situations
in which one or both sides are malign states (that is, they seek to harm each other
intentionally), although his definition of the security dilemma does not rule out the
possibility of malign intentions. Nonetheless, Snyder was mistaken to take two
types of regulator of the security dilemma – physical/material and perceptual/
psychological – as two types of security dilemma. ‘Structural’ and ‘perceptual’
security dilemmas are about two types of regulators rather than two types of
security dilemma.40

Kaufman went further, and bending Snyder’s elaboration to fit into his
pre-conceived picture of the security dilemma in ethnic conflict. As a result,
Kaufman’s ‘perceptual security dilemma’ and ‘structural security dilemma’ has
almost nothing to do with Snyder’s original formulation, not to mention the BHJ
formulation.

Kaufman contended that the inter-ethnic security dilemma at the beginning is
close to a perceptual security dilemma.41 More importantly, he believed that a
perceptual security dilemma is false and thus less dangerous whereas a structural
security dilemma is genuine and thus more dangerous, and that the value of the
former is that it can be transformed into the latter. ‘The real potency of perceptual
security dilemma, in ethnic conflict as in international conflict, is that they can
create real, structural, security dilemma [. . .] Thus, the start of the violence was a
perceptual security dilemma [and . . .] the result was a structural security
dilemma’.42 So how does a perceptual security dilemma get transformed into a

38 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’ (2009). Collins too pointed out that the intellectual foundation of
Kaufman’s application was Jack Snyder and that Kaufman misunderstood Snyder somewhat,
without getting into the details. Collins, The Security Dilemma, p. 25, n. 67.

39 Snyder, ‘Perceptions of the Security Dilemma’, pp. 155–6, 160. The imperialist’s (security) dilemma
depicts a situation between a malign state (the imperialist state) and a benign realism state. As such,
Snyder is mistaken to label it as a security dilemma. Deadlock is equivalent to the situation between
two malign states. For a more detailed discussion, see Tang (2009). Snyder uses security-seeking
states to denote benign states. See the discussion below.

40 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’.
41 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 112, 124.
42 Kaufman, ‘An “International” Theory’, p. 152. Evidently, Kaufman here interpreted Snyder’s two

labels literally: ‘perceptual’ means false (thus less dangerous), while ‘structural’ means real (thus
more dangerous).
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structural one? The cause, according to Kaufman, is extreme definition of security,
violence, and actual conflicts.43

For Kaufman, the causal link from anarchy to ethnic conflict thus runs like
this: from hostile elite, to a perceptual security dilemma, to hostilities/extremist
policies, to real violence/conflicts, to a structural security dilemma (transformed
from a perceptual security dilemma by mass hostility/violence or elite out-bidding),
and finally to full-blown war.44 He misunderstood the security dilemma (plus Jack
Snyder’s ill-informed extension of the concept). Indeed, he explicitly rejected the
BHJ formulation of the concept: ‘the neorealist concept of a security dilemma
cannot be mechanistically applied to ethnic conflict [. . .]’.45Not surprisingly, his
application of the security dilemma has consistently departed from the BHJ
formulation of the concept.

C. Paul Roe

Paul Roe’s understanding about the security dilemma can be clearly divided into
two phases. He was heading toward the right direction in the first but then went
astray in the second.46

Roe (1999, 2000). In his first two articles on the security dilemma in ethnic
conflict, Roe mentioned the following six aspects of the security dilemma in various
places. These six aspects are: (1) unintended consequences (that is, tragedy); (2)
unintentionality; (3) uncertainty (about states’ intentions); (4) regulators of the
security dilemma (that is, the indistinguishability of offense and defense weapons
and the offense-defense balance); (5) emerging or de facto anarchy, and 6)
action-reaction dynamic (spiral) and the perceived need to pre-empt.47 Most
importantly, he correctly recognised the question of intentionality is central to the
security dilemma.48 As a result, Roe was able to correctly recognise that Posen,
Kaufman, and Erik Melander before him all employed a ‘wide’ – or more precisely,
incorrect – definition of the security dilemma, most evidently by omitting the
essential element of unintentionality.49

43 Ibid., p. 162; see also p. 158.
44 Ibid., pp. 154–5.
45 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, p. 112.
46 A major source of Roe’s errors has been that he relies heavily on several misleading dichotomies for

labelling two types of states – benign states and malign states. These misleading dichotomies include
status quo vs. revisionist and security-seeking vs. power-seeking, among others. For a more detailed
discussion, see Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy, chap. 1. Interestingly, although in 2001 Roe
shifted his attention from states’ goals to their strategies (he called them ‘security requirements’) –
a move that should force him to focus on actors’ intentions, he actually ended up in making many
more errors because he has dropped lack of malign intentions from the definition of security
dilemma altogether then. See the discussion below.

47 Roe, ‘The Intrastate Security Dilemma: Ethnic Conflict as a “Tragedy”?’, Journal of Peace Research,
36 (1999), pp. 183–202; idem, ‘Former Yugoslavia: The Security Dilemma that never was’, European
Journal of International Relations, 6 (2000), pp. 373–93, esp. pp. 375–80.

48 Roe, ‘The Intrastate Security Dilemma’, p. 186; ‘Former Yugoslavia’, pp. 378–9. Unfortunately, like
many others, Roe does not differentiate the security dilemma from a spiral (model).

49 Roe, ‘The Intrastate Security Dilemma’, p. 200; ‘Former Yugoslavia’, p. 388. Erik Melander,
Anarchy Within: The Security Dilemma between Ethnic Groups in Emerging Anarchy (Department of
Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University, 1999), Report no. 52.
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Despite making many valid points, however, Roe’s understanding of the
security dilemma was imprecise and incomplete. He committed three major errors,
in addition to his failure to note Kaufman’s skewed understanding of Snyder’s
perceptual and structural security dilemma (see above) and the minor error of not
stating more explicitly that only some fear of others (that is, they may be
malignant) may be ‘unfounded’.50

First, following Wheeler and Booth,51 Roe asserted that the indistinguishability
of offense and defense is a ‘core definition [of the security dilemma]’.52 Yet, the
indistinguishability of offense and defense is not essential for a security dilemma to
operate: it merely regulates the security dilemma. Moreover, even if offense and
defense are completely distinguishable, a security dilemma can still operate.53

Second, Roe asserted that a worst-case assumption is necessary for driving the
action-reaction spiral in a security dilemma.54 Yet, the security dilemma dynamics
does not need the worst-case mentality to operate: all it needs is some fear. The
worst-case mentality is an extreme form of fear, and it is perhaps only necessary
for eventually turning a security dilemma into an actual conflict.55

Finally, Roe repeatedly cites Erik Melander’s mistaken formulation that the
need to pre-empt is a specific precondition of any security dilemma.56 Roe failed
to realise that the attraction of pre-emptive war is the result – rather than a
precondition – of a security dilemma spiral.57

Roe (2001, 2004). In 2001, Roe abruptly changed his mind, claiming that the
‘tight formulation [that is, the BHJ formulation] is not the best approach’ and that
he ‘cannot know what is the correct definition of a security dilemma’.58 He now
committed three more fundamental errors, in addition to the three major errors he
committed earlier (see above).

First, Roe now de-emphasised the unintentional origin of the security dilemma,
concurring with Glaser that greedy states can go with the security dilemma – a
position that Roe explicitly rejected earlier. Roe now claimed that ‘the debate over
greedy and non-greedy states might be considered a false one’.59

50 Roe, ‘Former Yugoslavia’, pp. 377–8, 380.
51 Nicholas Wheeler and Ken Booth, ‘The Security Dilemma’, in John Baylis and Nicholas Wheeler

(eds), Dilemma of World Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 30.
52 Roe, ‘Former Yugoslavia’, p. 375.
53 Andrew Kydd, ‘Game Theory and the Spiral Model’, World Politics, 49 (1997), pp. 371–400; Tang,

‘Offence-Defence Theory’.
54 Roe, ‘Former Yugoslavia’, p. 376; see also Roe, ‘“Actors” Responsibility in Tight, Regular, or Loose

Security dilemmas’, Security Dialogue, 32 (2001), pp. 103–16, at p. 105; and idem, ‘Which Security
Dilemma? Mitigating Ethnic Conflict: The Case of Croatia’, Security Studies, 13 (2004), pp. 280–313,
at p. 283.

55 For an in-depth discussion on the role of worst-case assumption over intentions in IR theory, see
Tang (2008).

56 Roe, ‘Former Yugoslavia’, p. 376; ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, p. 106; ‘Which Security Dilemma’,
pp. 283–4. See also, Melander, Anarchy Within, p. 21.

57 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’.
58 Roe, ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, pp. 111–2. In his two later works, Roe basically employed the

theoretical arguments developed here. Undoubtedly, his stretching of the security dilemma was
encouraged by a similar endeavour from Jack Snyder and Robert Jervis. Jack Snyder and Robert
Jervis, ‘Civil War and the Security Dilemma’, in Barbara F. Walter and Jack Snyder (eds), Civil
Wars, Insecurity, and Intervention (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), pp. 15–37, esp.
pp. 19–20.

59 Roe, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, p. 288, fn. 34. See also Roe, ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, p. 110;
Glaser, ‘The Security Dilemma’, pp. 190–1; Randall L. Schweller, ‘Neorealism’s status quo Bias:
What Security Dilemma?’, Security Studies, 5 (1996), pp. 91–121, esp. pp. 117–9.
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Second, Roe now lifted ‘unintended consequences’ to a central position in the
definition of a security dilemma and essentially equated it with unintentionality.
Because even malign behaviours can induce unintended consequences,60 however,
unintended consequences per se do not indicate a lack of malign intentions.
Moreover, ‘unintended consequences’ is the result, whereas un-intentionality the
essential ingredient, of a security dilemma. As such, ‘unintended consequences’ and
un-intentionality cannot be equivalent.

Third, Roe now replaced the problem of intentionality with Boulding’s useful
but under-specified dichotomy of real compatibility versus illusory compatibility as
the central problem for identifying a situation as a security dilemma.61 Roe wrote:
‘my categorization of the security dilemma rests not so much with benign/malign
intentions but with compatible/incompatible security requirement’.62 Unable to
finding a solution for the central but difficult problem of determining states’
intentions when it comes to determining whether a situation is a security dilemma,
Roe chose to simply finesse the problem.63

Worse, even on the issue of real versus illusory compatibility, Roe committed
two errors. First, Roe ignored the limit of Boulding’s dichotomy, noted by Jervis
long ago.64 Indeed, Boulding himself explicitly acknowledged the dichotomy’s
limit: ‘Even real incompatibilities are functions of national image rather than of
physical facts and are therefore subject to change and control.’65 Here, Boulding
explicitly pointed out that security requirement has a subjective and an objective
side.66 Roe failed to grasp that this duality of security requirement makes illusory
incompatibility unfit for replacing lack of malign intention as the essential
ingredient of a security dilemma. For instance, the security dilemma may not apply
in a situation of illusory incompatibility that is caused by one or both sides’
intentionally defining their security interests in an expansive way and then pursuing
their ill-informed goals even though their objective security interests are compat-
ible. This combination of subjective incompatibility with objective compatibility is
a situation of illusory incompatibility. Yet, it may not be a genuine security
dilemma because the illusory incompatibility here is due to one or both sides
intentionally defining and pursing their security interest in such an expansive way
that one or both sides are already malignant.67 Hence, the security dilemma applies
to only a subset of situations with illusory incompatibility because illusory
incompatibility can be caused by malign intentions. Equally important, subjective
‘illusory incompatibility’ (assuming objective compatibility) can also be the
outcome of security dilemma dynamics. As such, illusory incompatibility cannot

60 For instance, Hitler wanted to win WWII, but ended up in losing it.
61 Kenneth E. Boulding, ‘National Images and International Systems’, Journal of Conflict Resolution,

3 (1959), pp. 120–31, esp. 130–1.
62 Roe, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, p. 288, fn. 34. Roe’s inclination to rely on (illusory) incompatibility

was already apparent in his earlier works (for example, Roe, ‘The Intrastate Security Dilemma’,
pp. 187–8; ‘Former Yugoslavia’, pp. 379–80, fn. 5), but he did not develop his thoughts back then.

63 Admittedly, this is partially due to the lack of a good theory of reading intentions then.
64 Jervis, ‘Perception and Misperception’, pp. 75–6.
65 Boulding, ‘National Images’, p. 130; emphasis added.
66 On this critical point, see also Arnold Wolfers, ‘“National Security” as an Ambiguous Symbol’,

Political Science Quarterly, 67 (1952), pp. 481–502.
67 Of course, if the illusory incompatibility is due to one or both sides’ misperception that their security

interests are incompatible yet neither side harbours malign intentions toward each other, the
situation is a classic security dilemma.
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replace lack of malign intentions as the key factor for determining whether a
situation is a security dilemma.68

Second, Roe based much of his discussion on compatibility on the dichotomy
of security-seekers versus power-seekers.69 For Roe, the fundamental questions for
identifying a situation as a security dilemma were: (1) whether two states’ security
requirement are compatible, and (2) whether the two states are ‘security-seeking’
yet still resort to countermeasures based on illusory incompatibility.

Roe believed that when two states have compatible security requirements, both
must be benign toward each other and the ‘(tight) security dilemma’ applies.70 In
contrast, when two states have incompatible security requirements, both must be
aggressive toward each other and the ‘(tight) security dilemma’ no longer applies.
Essentially, Roe equates a state’s definition of its security – which is goals/motives
or preferences over outcomes – with its intentions or preferences over strategies.71

Unfortunately, this practice has been long discredited (Powell, 1994; see also the
discussion above). Moreover, Roe was never clear about whether he talked about
the objective or the subjective side of security requirement.

Furthermore, the dichotomy of security-seeking versus power-seeking is mis-
leading and inoperable. Every state under anarchy seeks both (absolute and
relative) power and security. Moreover, because power and security do interact and
power provides part of the foundation for security, ‘there is no possibility of
drawing a sharp line between the will-to-live and the will-to-power’.72 Conse-
quently, it is difficult to operationalise the dichotomy of power-seeker versus
security-seeker for labelling states.73

Ominous outcomes

Because Roe committed many errors, his understanding of the security dilemma
and application of the concept to ethnic conflicts had worsened into incoherency
by 2004. The culmination of his errors is a scheme of differentiating three types of
security dilemma: ‘tight security dilemma’, ‘regular security dilemma’, and ‘loose
security dilemma’.74 His scheme, however, is possible only by discarding the central
problem of intentionality and replacing it with either security-seeking motive or
illusory incompatibility whenever it suits. In his scheme, the ‘tight security
dilemma’ is the only label that is consistent with the BHJ formulation because it
depicts a situation between two benign states.75

68 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’, pp. 605–7.
69 Roe, ‘Actors’ Responsibility’, pp. 106–110; idem, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, pp. 300–11.
70 Ibid., p. 106.
71 See, for example, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, p. 302.
72 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics (New York:

Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1960 [1932]), p. 42.
73 For a more detailed discussion, see Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy, chap. 1.
74 Roe, ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, pp. 106–11; idem, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, pp. 284–91.
75 Roe had the three types of security dilemma in mind earlier, under a different terminology (that is,

resolvable short of war, difficult to resolve short of war; and irresolvable short of war). Roe even
claimed that his three types of security dilemma can be linked to Waltz’s three level of analysis. He
was wise enough to drop this misleading linking with Waltz later. See, Roe, ‘Former Yugoslavia’,
pp. 388–9, 391, fn. 18.
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Citing Snyder,76 Roe argued that a ‘regular security dilemma’ is ‘a situation in
which each state believes that its security required the insecurity of others’.77 Roe
failed to recognise that his ‘regular security dilemma’ is either a false security
dilemma or simply an outcome generated by the spiral of a security dilemma. If
one or both sides come to believe that intentionally threatening the other side is
the means toward its own security due to the spiral dynamics of a security
dilemma, then the situation simply depicts an outcome generated by a security
dilemma spiral. Yet, once one or both sides come to believe that intentionally
threatening the other side is the means toward its own security, the situation is no
longer a security dilemma, but a genuine security threat. Of course, if one or both
sides believe that intentionally threatening the other side is the means toward its
own security at the very beginning, then the situation is never a security dilemma.

Roe’s ‘loose security dilemma’ depicts the situation between two malign states.
Hence, for Roe, ‘in loose security dilemma [. . .] it appears not to matter whether
actors are security seekers or power seekers’.78 Of course not: There are no security
seekers there, if security seeker is to denote benign state. Obviously, this situation
cannot possibly be a real security dilemma, as Roe correctly admitted before.79

Overall, for Roe, the security dilemma is no longer necessarily a tragedy. Only
his ‘tight security dilemma’ requires un-intentionality, thus constituting a true
tragedy. In contrast, his ‘regular’ and ‘loose’ security dilemma does not require
un-intentionality, thus no longer constituting true tragedy.

Roe’s scheme of three types of security dilemma is the result of bending the
original BHJ formulation beyond recognition. Not surprisingly, he ended up in
having great difficulty in fitting the Croatian case into his supposedly more flexible
typology. He could sustain his scheme only by dismissing evidences and interpre-
tations that contradict his interpretations. Thus, despite citing Robert Haden and
Haakan Wiberg, both of whom interpreted the Croats led by its President Franjo
Tudjman as the aggressor versus ethnic Serbs inside Croatia, Roe rejected them
without providing any justification.80

As Roe noted, Section 1 of the new Draft Constitution of Croatia established
the Republic of Croatia as the national state of the Croatian nation and the state
of the members of other nations and minorities, and Article 12 of the Constitution
also specified the Croatian language and alphabet of Croatia as the Croatia’s
official language and alphabet. Furthermore, Tudjman refused to renounce what
happened at the Jasenovac concentration camp, where tens of thousands of Serbs
were slaughtered by Croats in collaboration with Nazi Germany during World
War II. Moreover, the Croats backed their words with deeds: ‘Dual-language road
signs were town down even in Serb majority areas’. Finally, ‘numbers of Serbs were

76 Snyder, ‘Perception of Security Dilemma’, p. 155.
77 Roe, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, p. 287; see also idem, ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, p. 109.
78 Roe, ‘“Actors” Responsibility’, p. 109; see also Roe, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, p. 288.
79 Ibid., p. 110.
80 Robert Haden, ‘Constitutional Nationalism in the Former Yugoslav Republics’, Slavic Review, 51

(1992), pp. 654–73; Haakan Wiberg, ‘Divided Nations and Divided States as a Security Problem:
The Case of Yugoslavia’, Copenhagen Peace Research Institute (COPRI), Working paper, no. 14;
Roe, ‘Which Security Dilemma’, pp. 297–301. To argue that Tudjman was an aggressor does not
mean that Milosevic was not an aggressor. It is entirely possible that Tudjman was made into an
aggressor by Milosevic’s rhetoric and behaviour, but this does not nullify the point that Tudjman
was an aggressor.
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removed from the bureaucracies and the police and duly replaced with ethnic
Croats.’81 By any measure, the Croats were threatening the Serbs, not only
symbolically but physically.

In light of these overwhelming evidences that the Croats were really aggressive,
Roe wrote, ‘The regime in Zagreb (i.e., Tudjman’s regime of Croatia) was arguably
revisionist (power seeker) [that is, malign actor] in its general stance toward the
maintenance of the Yugoslav Federation. Still, in the specific context of relations
with the republic’s ethnic Serbs, there is some weight of opinion to suggest that
Tudjman was security seeking; he simply misjudged the reaction of the Krajina Serbs
to Croatization, rather than deliberately attempting to suppress the Serb com-
munity.’82 Roe even called the Croats’ aggressions against the Serbs ‘pragmatic’!83

Yet, if Croatiaztion that was intended to denigrate Serbs into second-class
citizens can be considered as security-seeking, then the label of security-seeking no
longer holds any useful meaning. After admitting that the defence for Tudjman as
security seeking – that is, benign – is ‘difficult’, Roe refused to acknowledge that
Croats led by Tudjman were really aggressive. As a result, Roe could not help
sound apologetic for Tudjman: ‘Although perhaps security seeking, Tudjman’s
government was often erratic and at times sent contradictory signals to the Karjina
Serbs.’84

Summary: the array of errors

To summarise, Posen, Kaufman, and Roe’s attempt to apply the security dilemma
to the understanding of ethnic conflicts suffers from an expansionist mentality,
and they committed several common mistakes (see Table 1 for a summary).
Fundamentally, these authors erroneously believe that (almost) all wars are caused
by the security dilemma because the security dilemma generates spiral and war is

81 ‘Which Security Dilemma’, pp. 297–8.
82 Ibid., p. 305. Emphasis added.
83 Ibid., p. 297.
84 Ibid., p. 302.

Table 1. Common errors toward the security dilemma

ERRORS
POSEN
(1993)

KAUFMAN
(1996A; 1996B)

ROE
(1999; 2000)

ROE
(2001; 2004)

1: Omitting (lack of
malign intention)

+ + +

2: Replacing + + +
3. Reversing the causal
link

+ + +

4: Conflating regulators
with essential elements

+ +

5: Conflating
consequences with
essential elements

+ +
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usually a result of an action-reaction spiral. Yet, the security dilemma applies to
only a subset of wars and spirals.

III. The ‘rational choice’ stripping-down

While the dominant trend in the literature has been to stretch the concept of
security dilemma beyond recognition, there has also been a notable trend to strip
down the security dilemma, especially to strip away the security dilemma of most
of its physical and psychological regulators, by the ‘rational choice’ or ‘rationalist’
approach toward (ethnic/civil) war.85 Essentially, the approach reduces the security
dilemma to a minimalist calculation of uncertainty about capability and resolve
(captured by ‘bargaining range’ in the game model) and a commitment problem
(that is, states cannot promise not to cheat after a bargain is struck).86

The effort to strip down the security dilemma was launched by James Fearon.
After correctly noting that anarchy and security dilemma alone cannot cause
wars,87 Fearon then turned the problem of security dilemma and war into merely
‘the question of why the inability to make commitments should necessarily make
war between rational states.’88 Fearon committed three critical errors here.

First, Fearon (and other adherents of the ‘rational choice’ approach after him)
failed to recognise is that this so-called commitment problem is simply a new label
that conflates the problem of uncertainty about others’ intentions with the problem
of uncertainty over others’ motivations,89 although with a much reduced content.
According to Fearon, the commitment problem is driven by the inherent incentives
for actors to cheat even if a cooperative deal is struck. Yet, for the BHJ
formulation, in addition to the possibility that actors will cheat in cooperation
(which may or may not be caused by changed intentions), the problem of
uncertainty about others’ intentions is also driven by the possibility that states may
have malign intentions and intentions can change. Then there is also the possibility
of not reaching cooperation at all. Finally and perhaps most critically, fear that the
other side will not keep its end of the bargain is an innate component of the
commitment problem, and yet rational choice has no role for fear because it cannot
model emotions.

85 Fearon labelled his game theoretical approach as ‘rationalist’. I reject this labelling game theoretical
as ‘rational choice’ or ‘rationalist’: doing so is to cede moral high ground to it because it implies its
critics are irrational. Moreover, ‘rationalist’ and ‘rationalism’ have other meanings in philosophy.
For convenience, I retain the less intimidating label of ‘rational choice’. For an earlier critique of
the rational choice approach toward war, see Stephen Walt, ‘Rigor or Rigor Mortis?: Rational
Choice and Security Studies’, International Security, 23 (1999), pp. 5–48.

86 Kaufman misleadingly put the security dilemma under the ‘hard rationalist approach’, as he tried to
downgrade the weight of the security dilemma in his own analytical framework. See, Kaufman,
Modern Hatred.

87 Elsewhere, I argue in detail why a genuine security dilemma generally does not lead states to war.
Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy, chap. 3.

88 James Fearon, ‘Rationalist Explanations for War’, International Organization, 49 (1995),
pp. 379–414, at p. 385.

89 For a more detailed discussion, see Shiping Tang, ‘Dimensions of Uncertainty and Their Cognitive
Challenges: Toward a Better Framework of Attribution in IR’, unpublished manuscript (2010).
Fearon certainly tried hard to emphasise that the commitment problem is different from uncertainty
about intentions. Fearon, ‘Rationalist Explanations for War’, pp. 401, 406.
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Second, to make sure that war is now a commitment problem and intentions
have no role in explaining war, Fearon simply assumed away the problem: ‘States
have no private information and motivations [that is, intentions] never change; thus
states understand each other’s motivations perfectly.’90 When motivations are
assumed to be fixed while intentions are assumed away (or somewhat replaced by
‘the commitment problem’), the security dilemma largely disappears because the
security dilemma critically depends on the possibility that states’ intentions can
change for the worse.

Third, while Fearon discussed the effect of objective offensive advantage –
which is a material factor – on security dilemma and war, he ignored all of the
(social) psychological regulators of the security dilemma (for example, fear,
nationalism, ethnocentrism, and identity) as potential drivers of the security
dilemma and war.

Overall, the rational choice approach treats the security dilemma as a problem
of credible commitment but little else.91 The security dilemma theory certainly
accommodates the commitment problem (that is, incentives to cheat in coopera-
tion) and private information that the ‘rational choice’ approach identifies, but it
is much more. Foremost, the uncertainty over others’ intentions as understood by
the security dilemma theory includes far more dimensions than the ‘commitment
problem’ as ‘rational choice’ approach identifies. Moreover, the security dilemma
theory sees the severity of security dilemma as critically dependent on both
physical/material and psychological regulators. The security dilemma accommo-
dates physical factors that ‘rational choice’ approach can accommodate (for
example, mixture of population, geography), but also psychological factors (for
example, fear, memories of conflict history, group mobilisation rhetoric) that the
‘rational choice’ approach simply cannot model, thus denies. Indeed, without these
psychological regulators of the security dilemma being part of the picture, it is hard
to see how the security dilemma can ever drive states and groups to war.

The fundamental problem here seems to be that adherents of the ‘rational
choice’ approach have been confused about whether their models are ‘useful
fictions’ that uncover and illustrate some important dynamics of (ethnic) war or
whether their models are ‘miracle makers’ that adequately capture the dynamics
that links the security dilemma with war.92

If the goal is the former, stripping down the security dilemma is justifiable
because doing so makes (game) models tractable thus allowing models to uncover
some important mechanisms behind the phenomenon. Indeed, such a stripping
down of the security dilemma may be necessary: (game) models simply cannot deal
with psychological regulator of the security dilemma (for example, fear and
hatred), and cannot even deal with all the material regulator of the security

90 Fearon, ‘Rationalist Explanations for War’, p. 401. Emphasis added. By treating motivations as
equivalent to intentions, Fearon committed another error. See fn. 9 above.

91 See, for example, David A. Lake and Donald Rothchild, ‘Containing Fear: The Origins and
Management of Ethnic Conflict’, International Security, 21 (1996), pp. 41–75, esp. pp. 52–3; Monica
Duffy Toft, The Geography of Ethnic Violence: Identity, Interests, and Territory (Princeton, NJ.:
Princeton University Press, 2003); Barbara Walter, Committing to Peace: The Success Settlement of
Civil Wars (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).

92 For the original formulation of useful fiction versus miracle maker, see Paul K. MacDonald, ‘Useful
Fiction or Miracle Maker: The Competing Epistemological Foundations of Rational Choice
Theory’, American Political Science Review, 97 (2003), pp. 551–65.
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dilemma at once. If the goal is to later, however, stripping down the security
dilemma cannot be justified because doing so will assume away many important
factors that independently or interactively drive states to war. Such an attempt to
impose false reality upon reality can only lead to misleading conclusions.

Unfortunately, almost all adherents of ‘rational choice’ approach wanted to
present their models as models that can adequately capture the general dynamics,
if not the whole story, of ethnic conflicts (or war). As such, while their stripping
down of the security dilemma fits with their hidden agenda of imposing the
imperialism of ‘rational choice’ approach, the whole research programme has
produced misleading understandings about the role of the security dilemma in
ethnic war and war in general. Eventually, the ‘rational choice’ approach came to
the position that there are no real fundamental differences between ethnic war and
other forms of civil war that are based on ideology and class.93 Ethnic conflict has
disappeared as a separate category of conflict altogether!

IV. Toward a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict

The preceding discussion does not lead to the conclusion that the security dilemma
cannot be fruitfully applied to understand ethnic conflict. Indeed, the exact
opposite is true: The security dilemma can be fruitfully applied to understand
ethnic conflict, provided the application is done properly – by strictly observing the
original BHJ formulation of the concept. Below, I show that sticking to the BHJ
formulation actually allows us to achieve a more rigorous understanding of the
dynamics of ethnic conflict, thus paving the way toward a dynamic and integrative
theory of ethnic conflict. I start by illustrating that the possible scenarios derived
from a security dilemma-spiral model capture many real world cases. I then lay out
a proto-general theory of ethnic conflict.

The security dilemma in ethnic conflict: four outcomes

Between two ethnic groups that used to live together peacefully but have an
unhappy history of living together from time to time, the security dilemma emerges
when central authority gradually or suddenly breaks down. Alternatively, the
security dilemma can emerge when the central authority is captured or dominated
by one group thus becoming a de facto intra-group elite group and the other group
has to provide their own security (for example, Rwanda in which the Hutus
controlled the state, Sudan in which the northern Muslims controlled the state).
Either way, one or both groups begin to fear each other since a more-or-less
neutral central authority is no longer in place to protect them. At this time, a
security dilemma is born, and it can go four different directions.94

93 James D. Fearon and David Laitin, ‘Explaining Interethnic Cooperation’, American Political Science
Review, 90 (1996), pp. 715–35; Walter, Committing to Peace. For counterarguments, see Kaufmann
(2006), pp. 188–94.

94 For the sake of convenience, I shall focus on the dynamics of elite-led processes, although the
security dilemma can also accommodate the dynamics of mass-led processes as well (for example,
Azerbaijan, Georgia).

530 Shiping Tang



The first is that the emerging security dilemma is quickly brought under control
because the central authority is quickly restored or that both sides take effective
measures to dampen the security dilemma. Ukraine represents the former scenario.
In Ukraine, central authority was quickly restored and the emerging security
dilemma was quickly brought under control. The former Czechoslovakia represents
the latter scenario as the Czechs and the Slovaks agreed to part their way
peacefully.95 In both cases, conflict has been avoided, although some tension may
remain indefinitely between the two groups. This outcome is the best outcome
possible.

The second possibility is that the two sides in a security dilemma (especially the
elite) are unwilling or unable to take effective measures to dampen the security
dilemma yet neither side takes measures to exacerbate the security dilemma because
they do not harbour malign intentions toward each other. The most likely outcome
of such a scenario is a worsening of the security dilemma ‘on autopilot’. Such a
scenario is unlikely to result in war although war is still possible, mostly because
neither side harbours malign intentions. The situation in Moldova’s Dniestr region
before the spring of 1990 was perhaps one such case.96

The third possibility is that the security dilemma is exacerbated because some
elites in one or both sides – despite harbouring no malign intention against the
other group – strive to gain power or to avoid losing power by fanning up ethnic
tension and hatred. In other words, elite within the two groups engage in ethnic
outbidding for instrumental reasons. ‘The leaders set an aggressive goal, usually
domination over another group, not because their constituents demand it, but
because the leaders expect that once they have succeeded in provoking violent
conflict they can count on a “rally around the flag” effect which will bolster their
power and de-legitimize their political opponents.’97

Even if the elite within the two groups harbour no malign intention toward the
other group, however, the situation still can end up in actual conflict for two
reasons. First, the security dilemma dynamics exacerbated by instrumental ethnic
outbidding may go beyond the control of those elite who sought merely to gain or
retain power by fanning tension and hatred. A fraction of the population (for
example, thugs) can hijack the movement and force the elite who may not harbour
real hatred to play along, or they will be replaced by elite with genuine hatred or
pretending to have more genuine hatred. Second, facing competition or potential
outbidding from other elite (whether they harbour real hatred or not), the elite who
originally harboured no real hatred will either become extreme or pretend to go
extreme. Either way, the elite ends up in being trapped in what he preached, even if
he did not believe in ethnic hatred originally. The situation in Moldova between the
fall of 1989 and May 1990 might have been such a case. During that period, within
the Moldovan leadership, anti-nationalist leaders were first replaced by moderate
nationalists, and moderate nationalists were then eventually outflanked by extreme
nationalists, as the mass mobilisation and then violence against Russophobes by the
Popular Front of Moldovan began to make moderate position increasingly

95 Peaceful separation of two groups also requires some measures to contain the security dilemma.
96 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, p. 124.
97 Kaufman, ‘A “International” Theory’, p. 155. If the elite in leadership positions harbour genuine

hatred, then there is no security dilemma. Of course, it is difficult to know what a leader (or a
member of the elite) really thinks in situ, but this is a totally different issue.
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difficult.98 A case can also be made that Slobodan Milosevic had fanned up ethnic
hatred for mostly instrumental reasons at the beginning, but then got trapped in his
own propaganda.99 In these cases, one can argue that the dynamics of group politics
had eventually transformed an initial security dilemma into a security threat.

The fourth possibility is that is that one or both sides do harbour real malign
intentions. In this situation, the security dilemma is only real at the very beginning
of the process (for example, the collapse of the central authority). As soon as one
or both sides (especially the elite) begin to harbour malignant intention against the
other side, the security dilemma ceases to operate and becomes a genuine security
threat. Such a situation will almost inevitably end up in massive violence or war,
unless the international society intervenes timely. Rwanda under the Hutus and
Croatia under Tudjman fit into this situation.

Toward a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict

The security dilemma theory and the broader spiral model is essentially a dynamic
model for understanding how interactions between two groups can drive the two
groups toward conflict. The security dilemma theory and the broader spiral model
is also extremely inclusive thus integrative: the model not only captures many of
the basic features of international politics, but also can integrate many material
and psychological factors plus domestic politics (via the action-reaction cycle) into
a unified framework.100 As such, the security dilemma/spiral model can serve as
part of the foundation for constructing a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic
conflict. The following discussion is meant to illustrate the potential for such a
theory rather than a wholesale effort to develop such a theory for now.

For instance, the security dilemma theory and the broader spiral model can
integrate all those psychological and physical factors in ethnic conflict there were
identified by various approaches: they can be simply understood as psychological
and physical regulators of the security dilemma or spiral. The four psychological
factors (fear, hatred, resentment, rage) identified by Roger Petersen can be easily
integrated into the security dilemma/spiral model as psychological regulators of the
spiral dynamics.101 Foremost, fear (of survival) has been a central component of
the security dilemma model and the larger realism literature, and fear of ethnic
extinction as emphasised by Horowitz and Kaufman should be no different.102 The
same applies to hatred, whether it is ‘ancient’ as identified by Kaplan and ‘modern’
(for example, myths of past atrocity) as identified by Kaufman.103 Hatred can

98 Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 123–5.
99 V. P. Gagnon, ‘Ethnic Nationalism and International Conflict: The Case of Serbia’, International

Security, 19 (1994–1995), pp. 130–66. Independent Commission on Kosovo, The Kosovo Report
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 132.

100 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’.
101 Roger Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and Resentment in Twentieth-Century

Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). See also Richard Ned Lebow, A
Cultural Theory of International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

102 Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict; Kaufman, ‘Spiraling’, pp. 111, 115–6; idem., Modern Hatred,
pp. 25–7, 31–2.

103 Robert D. Kaplan, Balkan Ghosts: A Journey through History (New York: Vintage, 1994); Kaufman,
Modern Hatred, pp. 25, 30–2; idem., ‘Symbolic Politics or Rational Choice? Testing Theories of
Extreme Ethnic Violence’, International Security, 30 (2006), pp. 45–86.
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magnify fear, in which case it can exacerbate an existing security dilemma or spiral.
Alternatively, hatred can lead to malign intentions, in which case will nullify any
security dilemma and turn it into a spiral of security threat.104

Similarly, many material factors identified in the literature can also be easily
integrated in the security dilemma/spiral model as physical regulators of the spiral
dynamics. For instance, geography, the factor that Toft singularly focused, has
always been part of the discussion in security dilemma.105 Likewise, the presence
of conflict of economic interest or other material interest (for example, territory)
can also be easily brought into the security dilemma model because conflict of
interest has always been at the core of (realism’s) theory of conflict.106 Finally, the
possibility that the presence of allies (or foreign patrons in ethnic conflict) can
exacerbate the security dilemma has long been recognised.107

None of the above-mentioned factors alone, however, can offer an adequate
explanation of ethnic conflicts. The challenge therefore is to bring all the
above-mentioned factors into an integrated framework. The security dilemma
theory and the broader spiral model provide a venue for integrating them because
the theory/model is dynamic, interactive, and integrative.

For instance, the security dilemma/spiral-based interaction approach is com-
patible with and can subsume a social constructionist approach toward security,
including ‘ontological security’.108 For instance, Elite’s manipulation of ethnic
identity, hatred, and fear can be understood as a process of constructing a
hardened ethnic identity and engineering a sense of ‘ontological insecurity’. The
interaction approach is also compatible with the Copenhagen school toward
security, because ‘societal security’ – the central concept of the Copenhagen school
– is too centred upon (collective) identity.109 Quite possibly, ‘ontological insecurity’
or ‘societal insecurity’ is essentially the ‘fear of ethnic extinction’ as emphasised by
Donald Horowitz and Stuart J. Kaufman. And of course, precisely because security
and identity can be constructed and thus reconstructed, it is possible, although
much more difficult, to reconstruct ethnic identities to build ethnic peace.110

Similarly, the four independent theories (or drivers) of ethnic conflict identified
by Daniel Byman – ethnic security dilemma, status concern, hegemonic ambition,
and aspiration of elites – can and should be brought into an integrative theory.111

Briefly, when a dominant but minority group wants to maintain its hegemony
whereas a disadvantaged but majority group wants to obtain equal rights or even
to gain hegemony, the two groups are now locked in a classic security dilemma or
spiral, depending on the two sides’ intentions. During the process, it is almost

104 I thank an anonymous reviewer for this insight.
105 Toft, The Geography of Ethnic Violence; Jervis, ‘Cooperation under the Security Dilemma’.
106 Tang, ‘The Security Dilemma’. On the role of economic interest in driving ethnic conflict, see Susan

Woodward, Balkan Tragedy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1995).
107 Glenn H. Snyder, ‘The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics’, World Politics, 36 (1984), pp. 461–95.
108 Badredine Arfi, ‘Ethnic Fear: The Social Construction of Insecurity’, Security Studies, 8 (1998),

pp. 151–203; Jennifer Mitzen, ‘Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security
Dilemma’, European Journal of International Relations, 12 (2006), pp. 341–70.

109 Ole Wæver, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’, in Ronnie D. Lipschtz (ed.), On Security (New
York: Columbia University, 1995), pp. 46–86.

110 Byman, Keeping the Peace, chap. 5.
111 Ibid., chap. 2. Byman’s discussion on security dilemma largely followed Posen, Kaufman, and

Fearon. Byman also noticed that many applications of security dilemma to ethnic conflict often vary
‘considerably from the classic international relations concept’. (Ibid., p. 229, n. 1).
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inevitable that some elites from both groups will want to profit from such a
dynamics, whether for their personal gains (for example, leadership, national hero,
if not the founding father of a new nation state) or for their groups’ gains (for
example, a nation state, a ‘pure’ nation state). Such a dynamics is extremely
volatile and most likely leads to war. The events followed Tudjman’s ascendance
to power in Croatia had borne out this general dynamics perfectly but tragically.
The same can be said for the Kurds in northern Iraq under the Ba’athist regime.
Because the Ba’athist regime was a pan-Arabic nationalistic movement, they
wanted to Arabise the country, including the Kurds. When the Kurds rose to
defend their identity and culture by arming themselves, the typical spiral was on
and it again proved to be deadly.112

For understanding inter-state conflicts, it is often useful to assume states as
unitary actors as a first-cut. For understanding inter-ethnic group conflict,
however, assuming ethnic groups as unitary actors is usually wrongheaded even as
a first-cut: the dynamic interaction between elite and mass is a key to understand-
ing ethnic conflict. Thus, another key for understanding the dynamics of ethnic
conflict is to understand the interplay between intra-group politics (that is, between
elite and mass) and inter-group dynamics. As such, combining the ‘two-level game’
approach with the ‘second image reversed’ approach is a must for understanding
the dynamics of ethnic conflict.113 One can easily image that inter-group politics
will favour the moderate and the nationalistic elite differently in intra-group
politics and that intra-group politics limits the feasibility of compromising in
inter-group politics.

Within each group, there are at least two actors: the elite (including the
leadership) and the mass, and more often than not, neither the elite nor the mass
will be united. As such, interaction between two ethnic groups can be quite
complex. Assuming that elite within a group can adopt two positions toward the
other group (moderate and hostile) and that mass is generally united in
moderation, we can arrive at a simply scheme regarding the possible combinations
of inter-ethnic group politics (see Figure 2).114 The scheme has at least six different
scenarios.

In a scenario in which the elite within both groups are united in aggressive
intention (scenario I), it is hard to stop the war without external intervention.
There is no real security dilemma in this scenario.

In a scenario in which the elite in both groups are united in moderation
(scenario IV), the probability of peaceful outcome (either separation or
co-existence) is high. The security dilemma will remain essentially dormant or be
largely contained in such a scenario, the international community only needs to

112 In Rogers Brubaker’s label, Tudjman’s Croatia and Ba’athist Iraq were ‘nationalizing states’. Rogers
Brubaker, ‘National Minorities, Nationalizing States, and External National Homelands in the New
Europe’, Daedalus, 124 (1996), pp. 107–32.

113 Robert D. Putnam, ‘Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games’,
International Organization, 42 (1988), pp. 427–60; Peter Gourevtich, ‘The Second Image Reversed:
The International Sources of Domestic Politics’, International Organization, 32 (1978), pp. 881–912.

114 The scenario in which the mass in both groups is united in malign intention whereas the elite in both
groups is united in benign intentions will be extremely rare and difficult to sustain because the mass
will eventually demand a malign leadership. As such, such a situation will quickly change into a
situation in which both elite and mass are united in malign intentions. War is almost certain in such
a scenario.
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encourage a peaceful solution of the situation. Both the case of Czechoslovakia
and the case of Romania seem to fit into this case.115

The scenario in which the elite in one group in united in moderation whereas
the elite in the other group is split is the second best scenario (scenario V). In such
a scenario, probability of peaceful outcome (either separation or coexistence) is
also high, although lower than it in scenario IV. The security dilemma can be
contained in such a scenario, if the side with a united moderate group can work
closely with the moderate in the divided group to contain the spiral and thus
marginalise the more nationalistic fraction in the divided group. Again, the
international community only needs to encourage a peaceful solution of the
situation. Yet, it is imperative that the international community avoids heavy-
handed tactics against the divided group in order to prevent nationalistic backlash
against the moderates in that group’s elite. The key here is to make ‘moderation
pay’, as Donald Horowitz aptly put it.116

In a scenario in which the elite in one group is united in malign intentions
whereas the elite in the other group is split or moderate (scenarios II & III), the
chance of war will be high. In such a scenario, however, the target of international
intervention is clear-cut. The international community should commit itself early to
deter the malign side from driving up the spiral, and failures to do so will greatly
increase the chance of actual conflict. The case of Milosevic’s Serbia versus Croatia
and Bosnia, the case of Tudjman’s Croatia versus Serbs within Croatia, and the
case of Islamic north versus Christian south in Sudan all fitted into this scenario.

The scenario in which both the elite and the mass in the both groups are
divided is perhaps the most common scenario (scenario VI), and it is also the most
complex. This scenario can result in either war or peace, sometimes via the

115 Paul Roe, Ethnic Violence and the Societal Security Dilemma (London: Routledge, 2005).
116 Donald Horowitz, ‘Making Moderation Pay: The Comparative Politics of Ethnic Conflict

Management’, in Joseph V. Montville (ed.), Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic Societies
(Lexington, M. A.: Lexington Books, 1990), pp. 451–75.

Figure 2. Elite preferences and outcomes in ethnic conflict.

The security dilemma and ethnic conflict 535



scenarios noted above as intermediate outcomes. Any sound theory of ethnic
conflict will have to be built upon this scenario.

Finally, while a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict will perhaps
inevitably put more responsibilities on the elite, it is misleading to put all the
responsibilities on the elite. One must ask why the mass follows malign leaders or
elite at all, when the risk of ethnic conflict seems to be so great and the potential
gain so uncertain for the mass. A dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict
thus must also explain this puzzle. One possibility is that malign elite on one or
both sides can simply mobilise a fraction of the population (for example, thugs) to
inflict so much devastation on the other side that the other side is almost sure to
respond with hatred and rage, as the Serbs under Milosevic had done in Kosovo
and Croatia.117 Once this is achieved, the general mass of the side that initiated the
violence will become fear of becoming the target of revenge by the other side, even
though they did not instigate the violence. As a result, the mass on both sides
would ‘rationally’ feel compelled to support mass violence and ethnic war.118 A
dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic conflict will have to accommodate all the
facts and scenarios mentioned above.

Conclusion

I have critically examined the application of the security dilemma as an analytical
tool for the understanding of ethnic conflicts. I have shown that many applications
have been misguided based on an incomplete and incorrect understanding of the
security dilemma and have led us to some dubious, if not counterproductive,
prescriptions for coping with ethnic conflict.

To understand ethnic conflicts with the security dilemma or the spiral model,
we have to be loyal to the original BHJ formulation of the concept. Because the
security dilemma theory and the broader spiral model are extremely versatile, they
can serve as a foundation of a dynamic and integrative theory toward ethnic
conflict. Combining with a ‘two-level game’ approach that can integrate intra-
group politics with inter-group politics, a dynamic and integrative theory of ethnic
conflict that will generate important insights for managing and containing ethnic
conflict is within our reach. Such a dynamic and integrative theory should be our
task ahead.

Needless to say, until we have a sound theory of ethnic conflict at hand, we
have to constantly remind ourselves of our limited knowledge and thus be cautious
in prescribing simplistic solutions. Indeed, even if we have such a theory of ethnic
conflict at hand, we still have to be cautious because each ethnic conflict has its
own characteristics, and we shall be damned if we prescribe a panacea for ethnic
conflict by ignoring those unique characteristics.

117 John Mueller, ‘The Banality of “Ethnic War”’, International Security, 25 (200), pp. 42–70.
118 Rui J. P. De Figueiredo Jr. and Barry R. Weingast, ‘Rationality of Fear: Political Opportunism and

Ethnic Conflict’, in Barbara F. Walter and Jack Snyder (eds), Civil Wars, Insecurity, and Intervention
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), pp. 261–302.
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