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From Crisis Reaction to Conflict Prevention in Europe: 

Introduction  
Joel Marrant, Linfield College  

 

At the 1996 Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological Association, held in San 

Francisco, a session was devoted to the topic of conflict resolution in Europe. We reproduce 

here, in slightly revised form, the introduction to the session and complete versions of the three 

originally prepared papers, along with a brief retrospective by the session organizer. The goal of 

the session was to promote discussion and reflection on our capacity, as regional specialists, to 

work our way beyond the post facto analysis of conflict and violence in Europe, by employing 

what we know to help prevent its occurrence. We hope these reports will provoke from readers 

spirited commentary and critique (in the AEER and H-SAE list serve), including updates from 

specialists sharing information about knowledge of recent developments in specific East 

European regions, including those examined here.  

Human conflict is, in a way, like the weather; people talk about it all the time, and social 

scientists more than most. And social scientists, as most everyone else, do not seem to do a 

whole lot about it. We think we understand it; many of us assume, as a deductive premise for our 

research, that conflict lies at the core of socio-cultural systems; and so we devise explanatory 

theories to account for it; and we have become experts in the dissection of inter-group conflict 

after or during the fact. But we as a community of scholars, in spite of many good intentions and 

some localized efforts in mediation and conflict prevention, have generally gritted our teeth and 

borne the burden of academic fiddling while homes have burned.  

Many of us here have intimate connections with "hot zones" in Europe and elsewhere 

where tensions run high for a variety of reasons: interethnic hostility, constitutional and political 

crises, religious strife, irredentist territorial disputes-- frequently linked to, and promoted by, 

socioeconomic inequalities and differential access to power and resources. Some of these 

conflicts "only" run a low-grade fever, barely discernible to the public awareness; others 

occasionally boil over into the media but, unless the conflict explodes dramatically, as in the 

Bosnian conflagration, they tend to be examined with a mixture of short-term curiosity and 

dismay, and then neglected. This short-term "reactive" perspective of the public at large seems to 
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parallel the foreign policy philosophies of successive government administrations, as well as the 

largely passive and detached stance taken by the academy. Although many scholars in the US 

and Europe have done extensive service as consultants to governments and agencies, their work 

has tended to be more in the character of specialized "think-tank" situation analysis, rather than 

practical and integrated ground-level efforts at conflict prevention, resolution, mediation, or 

"harm reduction". The work of the International Research and Exchanges Board, and a handful 

of other foundations, has been a significant exception to the rule. Yet for most rank and file 

anthropologists with professional and personal ties to specific regions either going up in flames 

or with threatening to do so, the pain is triply acute: along with the feelings of deep sadness we 

experience as members of the human family in seeing such a waste of human life,  feelings 

intensified by our intimacy with the people involved, there is regret, even remorse, that not more 

could have been done by themselves as individuals, and the scholarly community at large, to 

mitigate the human suffering.   In recent years a number of non-governmental organizations have 

been founded which  have as their aim the identification of global hot spots, the assessment of 

factors fostering tensions, and the development of programs to prevent and resolve conflicts. One 

of the most prominent of these is the International Crisis Group, with its chair the former Senator 

George Mitchell. Although the ICG and Mitchell have been deeply involved in conflict 

resolution and mediation work in areas that have already exploded, the fundamental goal of the 

organization is "to head off crises before they develop, rather than reacting to crises after they 

happen"-- an unfortunately unachievable goal now for Northern Ireland, the former Yugoslavia, 

Palestine and other regions, where the window of opportunity, however small, has long since 

been shut (Christian Science Monitor, January 3, 1996: 13). But there are many other locations 

where it is not too late to prevent or inhibit conflict. And this is where anthropologists and other 

scientists can and should come into the picture. For crucial to the ICG and similar programs is 

the service of assessment teams operating at the community level, whose members would draw 

upon their expertise and familiarity with local conditions to help devise long-term strategies for 

"harm reduction".  

This session will be devoted to considering the role that anthropologists and their ideas 

might play in these programs. We will examine several cases of conflict or potential conflict in 

contemporary Europe, including the former Yugoslavia, and compare strategies that might be (or 

might have been) employed to inhibit or prevent violence. Questions to be addressed include: 
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what kinds of information on history and local sociocultural systems are crucial to an 

understanding of the conflicts in question? What specific opportunities exist within indigenous 

community systems for the reduction of tensions? How can civil infrastructure be built to resist 

movement towards polarization and conflict when crises arise? How might governmental 

roadblocks and extant structures promoting violence be circumvented? How might indigenous 

features be integrated with introduced ideas about economic and civic development in an 

effective aid program?  

About a week ago, I sent out over the H-SAE listserv on the internet a request for 

colleagues to designate current hotspots in Europe-- zones where intergroup tensions run high 

and the prospect of violence and conflict is high. The intention was to use the information 

submitted, and other sources, to construct a map for distribution at this session. [ these maps 

were distributed at the session and those in attendance were invited to make additions and 

corrections.  None were offered. The map is reprinted on page 3 in the print version of this 

journal.]  

In the responses I received over the internet to my initial statement, a crucial problem 

emerged. I had requested that people specify regions of "interethnic and religious tension". 

Several colleagues gently chastised me for this phrasing: Peter Allen pointed out that many of 

the troubles involving Greeks and their neighbors have" little to do with 'interethnic' and 

'religious' factors'", that "there are very complex historical, political, 'Great Powers', and other 

issues that have contributed to this tension." Begonia Aretxaga agreed, citing Northern Ireland 

and the Basque Country cases, that "the rubric of interethnic religious conflicts is too narrow for 

the array of conflicts in Europe that touch on but could not be reduced to those categories". Eva 

Huseby-Darvas and Eugene Hammel agreed with Peter's cautionary note, but observed "that 

although the historical sources of such tension are very complex, their symbolism in political 

discourse is invariably ethno-religious."  Bracketing these exchanges was Allen Feldmann's 

argument that most of the notions integral to the panel ("intervention, prevention, risk 

classification") "are all highly culture-bound concepts that have to be used with care and always 

problematicized" (p.c. January 30, 1996).  

These pre-conference exchanges highlighted at least three intertwined issues that need to 

be confronted at this session: 1) the enormous (perhaps insuperable) challenge, in empirical 

terms, of untangling the historical forces and factors leading to any given  intergroup conflict in 
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Europe; 2) the inability of ordinary language categories, and current social scientific typologies, 

to satisfactorily represent those complex historical realities and provide an effective medium of 

discourse for interregional comparison; 3) the continuity between "insiders" and "outsiders" (or, 

in Feldmann's words, the "intervened" and the "intervenors") in terms of the perceptions, 

symbolic representations, and "cultural structures" guiding our understanding of conflict. Given 

these points, we are challenged to recognize the limitations and implications of our own 

entrenchment, and pitch ourselves out into new, unsettled, and humbling territory.  

What is perhaps most ambitious about the character of this session is its effort to consider 

past, present, and future. Other AAA sessions have courageously taken on the task of grappling 

with contemporary conflicts, including one organized by David Kertzer a few years ago on the 

wars bedeviling the former Yugoslavia. We are indebted to them, and have learned from them. 

As a result this session will not be devoted only to discussion of the causes of conflict, debating 

typologies, nor to polemics about incriminating specific groups for inciting conflict or benefiting 

from it.  Of course we cannot talk about the prevention of conflict without addressing its causes. 

But a focus upon causes alone threatens us with being swallowed up by the analysis of historical 

minutiae, structural violence, the inherent antipathies and injustices of state systems, the legacy 

of colonialism, and on and on. Extending our focus to necessarily include practical strategies of 

prevention leads us to the full realization of our personal and professional responsibilities. We 

need to construct both general frameworks for understanding conflict as it exists in so many 

places and times, middle range understandings of specific cases, and application of knowledge to 

a potential future, the realm of possible perceptions and newly imagined moral communities. In 

its long reach, this trajectory follows the fundamental principle of mediation efforts: move away 

from contention over absolute historical truth, which is irresolvable, to deal practically with 

present and future human needs. The challenge is to devise and implement on-the-ground 

programs that address the political and economic sources of tension, while at the same time 

reduce the likelihood that conflict of this sort will be perceived by any specific people as in their 

own best interests.  

Such an approach conjoins Whitehead's intellectual challenge to all scientists, (that is, "to 

see the general in the particular, and the eternal in the transitory") with our sense of social 

responsibility as privileged students of humanity. There is a desperate need to communicate 

effectively to those  engaged in hostilities to understand that the contours of the conflict in which 



7 
 

they are involved are neither unique to them and their cause, nor define an eternal and 

inescapable condition.  

Academics may be able to do little to alter the governmental and political structures that 

foster conditions for conflict. Indeed, the ultimate solutions to human intergroup conflict may 

well depend primarily on forces far beyond the control of scholars.  But the massive scale of the 

structures in place should not inhibit the proactive involvement of regional experts in efforts to 

mitigate the effects of governmental policies that directly or indirectly foster the persistence of 

hostilities, tensions, and the structural inequalities that often underlie them. I am willing, perhaps 

along with my colleagues here, to be critiqued for some degree of idealism, but the chic cynicism 

of urbane and privileged Western professionals is not going to change things. There is ultimately 

neither glory nor honor nor satisfaction in serving as smug analysts of landscapes after battle, 

regardless of the social capital produced by such labor.  

There will be just three papers presented, focusing on three different regions, the reality 

and or potential for intergroup tensions there, the historical context for hostilities, and practical 

proposals based on anthropologists' knowledge of local conditions, for mitigating the chance of 

future conflicts. Following a short break, we will rearrange ourselves, with the three presenters 

joined in a roundtable by several other colleagues, with expertise in the same and other regions, 

who generously offered to serve as commentators and discussants. Questions and comments 

from the rest of you will be strongly encouraged. Our task will be to create a synergetic context 

for devising realistic and practical strategies for conflict prevention in Europe.  

   

 Legend for Map: ZONES OF TENSION AND CONTENTION IN EUROPE  

1 .Norway, Finland, Sweden (Saami (Lapps))  

2. Estonia (Estonians, Russians)  

3. Latvia (Latvians, Russians)  

4. Lithuania (Lithuanians, Russians, Poles)  

5. Kalingrad (Poles, Russians)  

6. Eastern Poland (Belarus, Poles)  

7. Western Belarus (Belarus, Poles)  

8. Western Poland (Poles, Germans)  

9. Southeastern Poland (Poles, Ukrainians, Lemko Ruthenians)  
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10. Ukraine (Poles, Ruthenians, Ukrainians)  

11. Eastern Moldova /Dniester (Moldovans, Ukrainians, Russians)  

12. Czech Republic (Moravians/Silesians)  

13. Slovakia (Magyars, Slovaks)  

14. Vojvodina (Magyars, Serbs)  

15.  Transylvania (Magyars, Romanians)  

16. Southern Dobrogea (Romanians, Bulgarians)  

17. Bulgaria (Turks, Pomaks, Bulgarians)  

18. Cyprus (Greek Cypriots, Turkish Cypriots)  

19. Macedonia (Bulgarians, Greeks, Serbs, Macedonians)  

20. Albania (ethnic Greeks in S. Albania)  

21. Kosovo (Albanians and Serbs)  

22. Bosnia-Hercegovina (Serbs, Croats, Bosniak)  

23. Croatia (Croats, Croatian Serbs)  

24. Carinthia /Three Country Region  

25. South Tyrol -(Italians and Germans)  

26. Corsica (Corsicans, French)  

27. Northwest Spain (Basques)  

28. Spain (Catalonians, Spain)  

29. Belgium (Walloons and Flemings)  

30. Brittany (Bretons, French)  

31. Northern Ireland (Loyalists/Protestants, Nationalists/Catholics)  

32. Scotland in United Kingdom  

Transnational Conflicts (general)  

Anti-Roma  

Anti-Semitism (Jews)  

Sources: Bruce Seymore II (ed) The ACCESS Guide to Ethnic Conflicts in EuL= and the Former 

Soviet Union ACCESS: A Security Information Service, Washington, DC 1994;  

Janusz Bugajski Nations in Turmoil: Conflict and Cooperation in Eastern Europe Westview 

Press, 1995 


