ETHNIC CLEANSING

Authored by
mohammad looti

November 3, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). ETHNIC CLEANSING. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved
from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=62316

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=62316
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=62316
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

ETHNIC CLEANSING

ETHNIC CLEANSING

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Political Science, International Law, Sociology, History

1. Core Definition

Ethnic cleansing is defined as the systematic forced removal of ethnic, religious, or racial groups
from a given territory by a more powerful group, usually with the intent of making that territory
ethnically homogenous. While the term lacks a precise legal definition as an independent crime
under international statutes, its components--including murder, deportation, persecution, and
forced displacement--constitute grave violations of international humanitarian law, often
categorized as Crimes Against Humanity or War Crimes. The objective of such actions is
political and territorial, focusing on permanent demographic restructuring rather than merely
controlling the population temporarily.

The mechanisms of ethnic cleansing are invariably characterized by organized state or paramilitary
violence, coercion, and psychological terror. As noted in the source content, this process often
involves the removal, detention, and sometimes the outright genocide of the targeted ethnic
group, usually carried out by despots or authoritarian regimes seeking to cement control over
territory perceived as historically or ideologically belonging solely to the dominant group. This
systematic violence is designed to eliminate all vestiges of the minority group's presence, including
the destruction of their cultural and religious heritage, thus ensuring that the displaced populations
have no political or physical means to return.

Crucially, the concept differs from simple population transfer or voluntary migration due to the
element of force and the systematic nature of the operation. It involves a planned, deliberate policy
executed through state apparatuses--military, police, and propaganda--to ensure that fear and
violence drive the targeted population out. This organized strategy ensures maximum impact with
minimal resistance, transforming multi-ethnic societies into mono-ethnic polities, thereby achieving
the desired territorial purity sought by the perpetrators.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

Although the practice of forcefully removing populations has historical antecedents spanning
millennia--ranging from ancient expulsions to forced resettlements during the colonial era--the
specific term "ethnic cleansing” gained prominence and entered modern academic and
diplomatic lexicon during the breakup of the former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. It was initially
used as a translation of the Serbo-Croatian term etni?ko ?i§?enje, which described the systematic

violence and mass expulsion utilized by Bosnian Serb forces against Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks)
and Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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Prior to the 1990s, similar actions were typically cataloged under broader terms like forced
population transfer or, in the most extreme cases, genocide. However, the unique geopolitical
context of the Balkan Wars necessitated a term that captured the widespread, systematic violence
that fell short of the strict legal definition of genocide (which requires intent to destroy the group)
but clearly exceeded simple forced migration. Diplomatic documents and United Nations reports
adopted the phrase quickly, reflecting the international community's horrified recognition of a new,
or newly conceptualized, category of mass atrocity.

The recognition of ethnic cleansing as a distinct phenomenon forced the international community to
re-evaluate historical cases under this new framework. While not always labeled as such at the
time, events such as the forced displacement of Anatolian Greeks and Armenians, or various
population exchanges following World War Il, retrospectively share defining characteristics of
organized state efforts to achieve demographic homogeneity. The term's formal adoption in the
20th century, however, solidified its place as a recognized symptom of extreme nationalism and
state failure in the post-Cold War world.

3. Key Characteristics and Modalities

Ethnic cleansing is characterized by a specific set of operational modalities designed not just to Kill,
but to displace and erase. The primary goal is often accomplished through widespread intimidation,
which includes the destruction of public property, the desecration of religious sites, and the
widespread use of sexual violence as a weapon of war. These acts are intended to terrorize the
targeted population into fleeing the region permanently, thus avoiding the resource-intensive
process of mass detention or extermination, though these may also be employed.

A critical characteristic is the systematic targeting of infrastructure that supports the targeted
group's identity and livelihood. This includes the burning of historical archives, the demolition of
mosques or churches, and the seizure of homes and businesses. This destruction of cultural
heritage serves a dual purpose: it removes evidence that the group ever inhabited the territory and
signals to potential returnees that the land has been thoroughly claimed by the dominant group.
The deliberate effacement of history underscores the cleansing group's intention to establish
exclusive territorial control.

Furthermore, the process relies heavily on mass psychological warfare and propaganda. State-
controlled media or decentralized communication networks are utilized to dehumanize the targeted
minority, painting them as existential threats, foreign invaders, or internal traitors. This widespread
propagation of hate speech justifies the violence in the eyes of the perpetrators and mobilizes local
populations, turning neighbors against one another and facilitating the large-scale, decentralized
execution of the cleansing policy.
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4. Relationship to Genocide and War Crimes

The relationship between ethnic cleansing and the legally defined crime of genocide is complex
and hotly debated within international legal and political circles. According to the 1948 UN
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, genocide requires the
specific "intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as
such." Ethnic cleansing, while involving brutal violence, is technically defined by the intent to
remove or displace a population, not necessarily to physically destroy it entirely.

However, ethnic cleansing is frequently the process through which genocide is achieved, or it may
incorporate genocidal acts. The international tribunal established for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY)
recognized that the widespread and systematic murder, deportation, and persecution involved in
ethnic cleansing constitute Crimes Against Humanity and War Crimes under the Rome Statute.
These crimes, which include mass rape, torture, and forced transfer, are legally distinct from
genocide but often overlap when the removal process involves elements intended to physically
liquidate a portion of the group to expedite displacement.

The critical legal distinction lies in proving the requisite intent. While proving the intent to displace
(ethnic cleansing) is often readily apparent through public pronouncements and military actions,
proving the specific "intent to destroy” (genocide) is a far higher legal threshold. For instance, mass
killings that occur during an ethnic cleansing operation may be prosecuted as genocide if the
evidence shows that the killings were designed to eliminate the group's presence entirely, rather
than just forcing them across a border. Therefore, ethnic cleansing can be viewed as the umbrella
political objective, with specific acts within that process qualifying as separate, high-level
international crimes.

5. Theoretical Frameworks

Theories explaining the occurrence of ethnic cleansing predominantly center on radical forms of
nationalism and the dynamics of state formation during periods of systemic political upheaval.
Nationalist ideologies often espouse the myth of a historically pure or unified territory, identifying
minority groups as fundamentally alien or contaminating elements. When states weaken or
collapse--as seen during the dissolution of empires or multi-ethnic federations--political elites often
seize the opportunity to mobilize the dominant ethnic group using exclusionary ideologies,
promising stability and security through homogeneity.

One prominent framework emphasizes the role of elite manipulation and securitization. Political
leaders, facing internal challenges or seeking external resources, consciously construct narratives
that portray minority groups as threats to the national majority's security and existence. This
process of securitization justifies extreme measures, including violence and expulsion, as
necessary acts of self-defense for the "nation.” This manipulation is most successful in contexts
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where institutional checks and balances are weak and access to objective information is highly
restricted, allowing despotic leaders to operate with impunity.

Furthermore, the phenomenon is often linked to theories of inter-group competition over scarce
resources, territory, or political power. In regions with complex ethnic geographies, conflicts over
land ownership or economic control can be quickly ethnicized by political actors. Once the conflict
is framed in existential ethnic terms, the expulsion of a rival group becomes a perceived rational
solution to secure long-term control over valuable resources, thereby making the systematic
violence goal-oriented and politically pragmatic from the perpetrators' viewpoint.

6. Significance in International Law and Diplomacy

The widespread occurrence of ethnic cleansing in the 1990s dramatically challenged the traditional
concept of state sovereignty and propelled significant shifts in international law and diplomatic
practice. The failure of the United Nations to prevent mass atrocities in places like Bosnia and
Rwanda, where cleansing operations were prominent, led to intense debate regarding the
international community's moral and legal obligations to intervene.

This debate culminated in the formal adoption of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine by

the UN General Assembly in 2005. R2P asserts that state sovereignty is not absolute; if a state
fails to protect its own population from four specific crimes--genocide, war crimes, crimes against
humanity, and ethnic cleansing--then the international community has a secondary responsibility to
intervene through diplomatic, humanitarian, or, as a last resort, military means. The inclusion of
ethnic cleansing explicitly within the R2P framework underscores its severity as a threat to
international peace and security.

In diplomatic terms, the recognition of ethnic cleansing has strengthened the commitment to
international criminal justice. The establishment of ad hoc tribunals (like the ICTY) and the
permanent International Criminal Court (ICC) reflects a global effort to end impunity for those who
organize and execute these mass atrocities. While legal prosecution remains challenging, the
systematic documentation and labeling of actions as ethnic cleansing serve as a crucial tool for
accountability and historical recording, reinforcing the principle that systematic violence against
civilian populations will be met with international condemnation and legal action.

7. Debates and Criticisms

One of the primary academic and legal criticisms leveled against the use of the term ethnic
cleansing is that it functions as a euphemism for genocide. Critics argue that by employing a
softer, politically palatable term focused on "removal," it risks obscuring the true extent of the
violence and the genocidal intent often underlying the actions. They contend that the term was
strategically adopted by political actors and media organizations in the early 1990s to describe
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atrocities without immediately triggering the legal and diplomatic obligations associated with the
UN Genocide Convention, thereby allowing powerful states to avoid intervention.

Another significant debate revolves around the inherent ambiguity of the term in practical
application. Because ethnic cleansing is not codified as a standalone international crime, its
utilization often relies on descriptive reporting rather than precise legal standards. This ambiguity
can lead to political misuse, where the term is deployed to gain sympathy or diplomatic leverage
without satisfying the stringent evidentiary requirements necessary for prosecuting individual War
Crimes or Crimes Against Humanity. This lack of legal precision can undermine efforts to achieve
lasting justice for victims.

Furthermore, historians and sociologists often debate whether ethnic cleansing represents a truly
modern phenomenon or merely a new label applied to ancient methods of consolidating power and
territory. While the systematic organization, rapid technology of communication, and international
media coverage surrounding modern examples are new, the underlying motivations--fear, resource
competition, and radical nationalism--have deep historical roots. Understanding the term requires
balancing its specific modern geopolitical context with its continuity as a state strategy for
achieving demographic control.

Further Reading
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