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Ethnic Conflict
Religious differences have frequently given rise 
to further divisions along ethnic lines. Ethnicity 
is a defining principle in identity as determined 
not only by common linguistic and cultural prac-
tices but reinforced by religious adherence as 
well. The lengths to which cultural groups will go 
to assure their identity may be considerable. The 
result can be ethnic conflict over disputed terri-
tories, which can lead to ethnic cleansing, where 
groups are forcibly removed from an area by 
violence or deportation. The extreme application 
of this behavior can result in genocide—where 
one group seeks to deliberately kill members of 
another group based solely on their national or 
ethnic differences. The breakup of Yugoslavia in 
the post–Cold War period and the ethnic con-
flict that ensued between Serbia and Bosnia 
illustrates how devastating these conflicts can be.

For decades, the strong political leadership of 
communist war hero Josip Broz, also known as 
Tito, kept together the various ethnic groups that 
had been brought together under the Yugoslavian 
flag after World War II. After he died in 1981, the 
various states began to secede from the country 
along ethnic lines. The first two of the six states 
that had been part of Yugoslavia—Slovenia and 
Croatia—declared their independence in June 
1991. Macedonia followed in January of 1992, 
and in April of 1992, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
declared their independence. Montenegro then 
entered into a federation with Serbia. Serbian 
nationals claimed a historic relationship to Bosnia 
and responded to the declaration of indepen-
dence by its largely Muslim population with 
attacks that killed an estimated 200,000 people.13 
The leader of Serbia, Slobodan Milosevic, later 
faced international criminal charges for his part 
in calling for the genocide, as did military com-
manders Radovan Karadzic and Ratko Mladic.

Often the blame for ethnic conflict is attributed to the colonial experience 
and how states were formed. Colonizers bound traditional groups together by 
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