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SoVereigNtY, StAte FAilure  
ANd HuMANitAriAN iNterVeNtioN

The International Community  
in the Post-Yugoslav Space

Wolfgang PetritSch

Plus ca change…Continuity and Change in the Balkans

looking at latin America, china, Africa, turkey and the balkans in “The Stakes 
of diplomacy”, the great Washington writer and intellectual Walter lippman identified 
the “weak state” as “the chief, the overwhelming problem of diplomacy.” considering 
the turmoil surrounding the recent birth of the newest balkan state, kosovo, it is hard 
to disagree that lippman’s observation applies as much to contemporary southeast 
europe as to the global problems of 1915, when he wrote his seminal book. 

fast forward to 1994, when former labour leader michael foot held a speech in 
this very venue, Swansea university, and on the very same occasion as tonight.1 

The brutal conflict in bosnia and herzegovina was already in its third year, and 
most of the around 100,000 people who would loose their lives in it had already been 
killed. The controversy over military intervention to stop a humanitarian crisis was 
reaching its high point was the focus of foot’s words here in Swansea. it will also be 
the focus of this speech, together with the problem of the weak state identified by 
lippman. This may sound paradoxical in view of the state-managed or state-sponsored 
violence unleashed in former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. but it was the inability of 
civil states to prevail over ethnic politics – indeed, the capturing of state institutions 
by ethnic entrepreneurs – which had led to the situation in the first place.

1 This paper is based on the keynote address delivered to the 58th uk political Studies Association 
Annual conference held in Swansea on April 1-3, 2008. 
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in the first part, i would like to share with you a few reflections on the topic of 
intervention on humanitarian grounds. The second part will concern my experience in 
the rebuilding of war-torn societies, often slightly misleadingly referred to as nation-
building. i gained this experience through my own practical involvement with the 
balkans as Special envoy of the eu for kosovo, european chief negotiator at the 
kosovo peace talks in rambouillet and paris and high representative for bosnia and 
herzegovina. in all these functions, the question of the weak state and of humanitarian 
intervention was never far from our thoughts.

The Conflict in Yugoslavia

The Yugoslav conflict – the break-up of tito’s Yugoslavia, the Socialist federal 
republic of Yugoslavia – was predated by a deep and long-lasting political, social and 
economic crisis at the core of which was the disintegration of the titoist concept of 
Yugoslavism, which led to the triumph of ethnicity over the concept of citizenship, of 
the collective over the individual. This particular drama played itself out most visibly 
in kosovo, a province in southern Serbia whose autonomy under the 1974 Yugoslav 
constitution gave it de facto the same powers of local governance as Yugoslavia’s six 
republics enjoyed.  in 1989, the Serbian leader Slobodan milosevic – a communist 
turned nationalist – went after kosovo’s autonomy status which he and his fellow 
Serb nationalists, intellectuals and the much-quoted common man alike, considered 
a scandalous historic aberration. 

in the very year when the countries of central and eastern europe began 
shaking off Soviet domination, milosevic’s actions spelled the beginning of the end of 
Yugoslavia as we knew it. his move against kosovo prompted Slovenia and croatia, 
which were already unhappy about their position in Yugoslavia, to initiate their bids for 
independence. milosevic’s nationalist project thus set in motion a process that would 
culminate in the destruction of Yugoslavia and the ascent of ethnic politics over other 
forms of political thought and action. What followed was an exceptionally brutal civil 
war within tito’s multiethnic Yugoslavia and its ultimate partition along republican 
lines, which were often also taken as borders between ethnic groups and consolidated 
through the expulsion of ethnic minorities (a practice which became known as “ethnic 
cleansing”). historic rights were pitted against self-determination. 

Against this backdrop, michael foot’s position vis-à-vis the conflict was doubly 
remarkable: he was a politician of the left and a citizen of a traditional ally of Serbia, 
the uk. but he was not the only one who defied traditional positions in this conflict. 
traditional ideological patterns of left and right dissolved, and calls for military 
intervention on humanitarian grounds came from unexpected quarters, uniting 
previously opposing views. The cry for war was no longer the preserve of national 
security hawks: the pro-interventionist camp was made up of human rights activists, 
humanitarian organisations, intellectuals, writers and artists, and the media. 

What united this heterogeneous group were the strong antifascist undertones 
of its arguments: images of the holocaust and of concentration camps, of cattle-car 
deportations and barbed wire supported a narrative which cast the world powers 
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in the role they had taken at munich in 1938, when appeasement failed to stop a 
horrific war. it was the distant echo of “never again” that seemed to motivate the 
interventionists above all. despite their strong advocacy and the power of the images 
beamed out of bosnia by 24-hour news tv, the interventionists failed to sway policy 
– until Srebrenica. 

The cold-blooded killing of more than 8,000 bosnian muslim boys and men 
in July 1995 by bosnian Serb forces – found to have been an act of genocide by the 
international court of Justice in february 2007 – was needed for Western governments 
to act more decisively to bring a halt to the atrocities in the balkans. The massacre 
also proved michael foot right – and it shaped the Western response to the crisis in 
kosovo, which boiled over four years after Srebrenica.

This time around, in kosovo, the Western alliance intervened with force already 
in the early stages of armed conflict and without a mandate from the un Security 
council. Such a break with previous practice would not have been possible without 
the events at Srebrenica. 

The Drama of UN-Peacekeeping

This brief outline of multinational intervention in a dramatically changed 
international environment brings us straight to united nations peacekeeping, which 
suffered greatly as a result of its disastrous performance in the Yugoslav conflict. What 
had happened?

The violent break-up of Yugoslavia was the first major, protracted post-cold War 
conflict and caught the un unprepared analytically and operationally. The fact that 
it took place in europe, under the intense glare of the world’s media, did not make 
things easier for policymakers. The standard task of any un peacekeeping operations 
during the cold War was essentially to maintain the status quo in a given conflict in a 
strictly neutral manner – to act as a buffer and monitor following a ceasefire or peace 
settlement. more often than not, conflicts in the cold War era unfolded in regions 
where the demarcation line between east and West was shifting or fuzzy (as in the 
middle east). 

Another distinction became somewhat blurred in this emblematic post-cold 
War conflict, that between soldiers and civilians. viewed from the outside, the war in 
the disintegrating Yugoslavia was a civil war – which is not to say that all sides were 
equally guilty – in which in addition to more or less regular forces, numerous para- 
and pseudo-military formations also roamed the countryside, pillaging homes and 
expelling the local population. This posed a particular challenge to classic peacekeeping, 
which is based on the distinction between combatant and civilian and on the concept 
of neutrality between the parties to the conflict. moreover, it was painfully obvious 
to the political and operational sides of the un alike that there simply was no peace 
to keep in former Yugoslavia. 

in consequence, the very nature of un peacekeeping changed forever in the 
course of the balkans conflict of the 1990s. it ushered in a terrible time for un 
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peacekeeping, whose low point came with the bomb attack in August 2003 on the 
un headquarters in baghdad in which the un’s charismatic representative to iraq, 
Sergio viera de mello, and dozens of his colleagues lost their lives. At the same time, 
the number and frequency of un peacekeeping missions ballooned: between 1990 
and 2008, the number of peacekeepers rose tenfold, from less than 10,000 to about 
100,000. 

Humanitarian Intervention

perceptions of intervention also changed during that period. At the time of 
the east-West stand-off, intervention had a bad reputation, when the superpowers 
intervened to prop up friendly regimes or remove hostile ones. The Soviet union 
suppressed two uprisings, in hungary in 1956 and in czechoslovakia in 1968, while 
the united States intervened in their backyard in support of unpopular or despotic 
allies or to fight governments it saw as bad. now, in the 1990s, military intervention 
– and intervention more generally – took on a new, humanitarian, meaning, for four 
main distinct reasons.

The first is the historical lessons from World War ii and, specifically, the holocaust. 
The second is the unprecedented rise and political relevance of human rights, itself in 
part attributable to the horrific experience of World War ii and the nazi extermination 
of “racial” minorities. This experience underscored the need for a robust defence of 
all human rights, with all available means. The third reason is the relative decline of 
the nation state, whose exclusive authority was now being gradually complemented 
or even replaced by increasingly multilateral international relations, notably the un 
system; by regional processes like the conference (later organisation) for Security 
and co-operation in europe; and by new supra-national concepts, most prominently 
the process of european integration. The fourth, final reason for the more positive 
meaning which intervention assumed in the 1990s is the end of the Soviet union 
and its particular brand of communism, the last totalitarian system in europe, which 
presented the human rights champions with a unipolar moment of historic proportions. 

These reasons all combined to make it much easier for the West to act on its 
impulse when faced with atrocities. both elements of potentially successful intervention 
were now in place: the perceived moral prerogative, indeed obligation, to act as well 
as the military capability to act. moreover, this new situation was supported by public 
opinion and the media, and – at first hesitantly – taken up by politicians of a certain 
can-do variety. 

clearly, the wish to intervene each time emerged from a concrete situation, a 
drama unfolding on Western tv screens: bosnia, rwanda, kosovo, east timor… 
intervention was considered both necessary and just. The traditional theory of “just 
war” gained new currency. understandably, given the new realities, the implications 
of this new situation for the international system were not properly discussed. 

but soon, serious questions arose over the use of force for humanitarian ends. 
What are the rules governing such a use of force? What are its parameters? clearly, it 

– Wolfgang PetritSch –



- 159 -

is in principle the un Security council which bestows both legality and legitimacy 
on any intervention, as demonstrated in cases like bosnia or east timor. but what 
should happen in cases where the permanent, veto-wielding members of that august 
body are unable to agree, and where an urgent response is needed, as in the case of 
kosovo? 

This problem can be framed in a more conceptual way: how are human rights 
and state sovereignty, both of them fundamental principles of international law and 
international relations, to be reconciled? in the aftermath of nAto’s intervention in 
kosovo, an international panel of eminent persons was convened on a proposal by canada 
and its foreign minister, lloyd Axworthy. The panel came up with a wholly new, even 
revolutionary concept, the responsibility to Protect. its basic tenet is straightforward: if 
a state is unwilling or unable to protect its citizens, then the international community 
has the responsibility to step in, including by military means.

The responsibility to Protect concept, of course, poses a serious challenge to the 
long-established political doctrine and practice in international relations, going back 
to the Westphalian order, which regulates the relationship between sovereign nation 
states. nevertheless, the un Summit of heads of State and government in 2005 
adopted the responsibility to Protect principle and made it part of the ongoing un 
reform Agenda. The fact that it was watered down with numerous caveats did not 
take away from its innovative – some would say, subversive – nature. earlier this year, 
this notion of an alleged responsibility to protect victims was pushed to its conceptual 
limits when it was invoked by french foreign minister bernard kouchner in relation 
to the situation in myanmar (the former burma), where the military regime refused 
entry to foreign humanitarian workers to assist the country in the wake of a devastating 
cyclone. kouchner’s suggestion was the first high-profile call for action under the 
principle in a case other than military conflict. 

today, the challenge is how to implement this eminently humanitarian responsibility 
in order to adequately protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing 
and crimes against humanity. Successful implementation could turn this novel approach 
towards human security into a watershed in international law and politics. 

How to Build a State

once a humanitarian intervention has been successfully carried out (hopefully 
with a mandate from the un) and once a peace agreement has been signed, the process 
of rebuilding a fragile or failed state must commence. And again, a new expression 
became fashionable – nation-building. Again, it all started in the balkans, where the 
peace implementation mission in post-war bosnia and herzegovina was arguably the 
most ambitious example yet of international state-building (i prefer state over nation 
in order to avoid misconceptions). 

The dayton peace Accords of late 1995 – the result of a determined push by the 
united States – committed the international community, in the form of a coalition of 
the willing rather than under the banner of the un, to rebuilding a country that had 
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been brutally torn apart in a conflict that had seen some 100,000 lives extinguished 
and over half of its pre-war population of four million displaced, mostly in a concerted 
campaign of “ethnic cleansing”. now, the international community undertook it to 
re-unite the three warring ethnicities in one state; a state, however, that was – and 
still is – divided into two highly autonomous entities, the federation of bosnia and 
herzegovina and the republika Srpska. (When i took up my post in Sarajevo in 
1999, there were just three ministries at the central government level, a number 
which i brought to six and my successor, lord paddy Ashdown, to nine.) The peace 
agreement, however, also – for the first time ever – stipulated an enforceable right 
for all displaced persons to return to their pre-war homes and to have their property 
returned to them. 

This complex operation to rebuild bosnia was overseen by an international 
high representative, a civilian administrator who called the shots as a benign quasi-
dictator. The idea of bringing democracy to bosnia through elections and other 
elements of Western-style government proved tougher than perhaps envisaged, 
however. The far-reaching implications of this quasi-dictatorial set-up, which gave 
unelected international official powers to directly intervene in the domestic process, 
had perhaps been underestimated by the drafters of the peace accord. neither the 
local population nor its representatives had any ownership of the peace process, while 
the international community lacked a nuanced understanding of the problem and a 
sensible strategy to deal with it. 

These and other contradictions lay at the core of the debate – still continuing 
today – about external nation-building. but the very term raises fundamental problems, 
quite apart from the fact that it does not quite work in the Slavic languages spoken 
in the former Yugoslavia. The term nation has a very specific meaning in the balkans 
and refers to what modern social scientists would call an ethnic group. The more 
important question is, can a nation – as a social and political compact – be “built” by 
outsiders? my opinion is clear: no, it cannot. The best that outsiders can do is assist 
in building or reforming an institutional framework. Therefore, institution-building 
is a much more precise term.

today, we have learned many lessons from thirteen years of post-conflict 
institution-building in bosnia. The international peace implementation mission in 
the country was a real experiment whose chief characteristics, at least initially, were 
improvisation and unrealistic goals and timelines. An important lesson to take away 
is that there can be no instant solutions and that progress takes time. 

perhaps no other type of organisation is, in principle, in a better position to 
undertake such institution-building that the various regional organisations whose 
membership today encompasses most of the world. The primary example is, of course, 
the european union, but the nascent African union has, despite its disappointing 
performance in darfur, also great potential. regional organisation, the oSce would 
be another important example, typically have the regional knowledge required to make 
institution-building relevant and effective, but they also have the close involvement 
and political will needed to sustain what in the best case will be a multi-year operation. 
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regional solutions should ideally be mandated by the un to ensure legitimacy and 
impartiality. 

perhaps the most direct application of these lessons learned is currently taking 
shape in kosovo. The planners of the future eu mission there, which will have 
two main components – an international civilian administrator and a judicial and 
police mission (eulex) – have clearly studied the case of bosnia very carefully. The 
international administrator does have substantive powers but is not a benign dictator. 
his main goal is not nation-building but a more targeted intervention to assist the 
domestic authorities. eulex is a rule of law mission with a clear focus on justice and 
home affairs. its task may be formidable – but it is well-defined. The quality of public 
administration will lie at the heart of the eu’s efforts there; fostering accountability and 
the transparency of political decisions and replacing cronyism with a genuine public 
service are its key goals. to build a nation, meanwhile, is left to kosovo’s citizens, where 
it properly belongs. one implication of this approach that is worth further attention 
is the fact that it might lead to, or help solidify, de facto partition while in bosnia, 
the international presence was explicitly mandated with building up the common 
institutions in the hope that a genuine re-unification would ensue.

but kosovo also draws upon another post-conflict mission in the region – the 
preventative, “soft” intervention of the eu and the uS in macedonia. This constitutes 
the most successful international intervention prior to full-fledged conflict to date, 
joined with a more traditional peace implementation mission following the 2001 ohrid 
agreement which granted the country’s ethnic Albanians a greater role in the political 
process. The fact that deep international involvement began before the outbreak of a 
full-fledged war makes macedonia a very different model from that followed in bosnia 
– but both have now fed into the set-up of the eu’s kosovo mission. 

Conclusions

The events of the last decade or so suggest that tensions between human rights 
– further challenged by the accusation of being an essentially Western concept – and 
state sovereignty will continue to fester. intervention in all its forms will remain tricky 
and difficult to undertake, politically and culturally sensitive. but perhaps this is for 
the better: it forces policymakers and those advising them to pay more attention, 
both at the academic and a more operational level, to questions of intervention and 
external institution-building. 

Whatever the outcomes of such attention, the concept of the responsibility to 
protect needs a lot of additional work, to flesh out what is clearly an idea with great 
potential and even greater implications. clearly, the un remains the only source of 
legitimacy for any such enterprise. but – apart from the political implications – are 
we ready to commit the necessary resources?

A case in point is Afghanistan, where the international security force with its light 
footprint is far removed from the robust interventions in the balkans of the 1990s. 
(Afghanistan is almost thirteen times the size of bosnia and has roughly eight times its 
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population but currently only has around 54,000 foreign troops stationed on its soil, 
including those engaged in ongoing combat, while nAto deployed 60,000 troops to 
bosnia after combat operations had stopped.) today, there is a greater realism about 
the instrument of humanitarian intervention, a concept that further lost its appeal in 
light of the botched uS-led occupation of iraq. 

There is no doubt by now that the future will be shaped by asymmetrical 
conflicts, often bound up with identity politics based on concepts of ethnicity and of 
religious difference. fragile states and divided societies will remain a main challenge. 
The tension between the traditional inter-state system – the united nations, after all, 
are made up of states, not peoples – and the demands of sub-state or non-state actors 
such as ethnic groups has not been resolved - with far-reaching implications for the 
classic model of the nation state. 

The question of intervention will therefore not cease to occupy the minds of 
decision-makers. The precise balance between state sovereignty, human rights and 
humanitarian action remains subject to further adjustment. un peacekeeping and 
peace enforcement will further proliferate. The recently established un peacebuilding 
commission, with its focus on “soft power” rather than military primacy, is therefore 
a good first step in the direction of enhanced instruments at the disposal of the 
international community.

nation-building, in the form of strengthening institutions, is a precondition 
for democracy and perhaps more important than democracy promotion as practiced 
today. All in all, we appear to be less ambitious and less naïve about the durability 
of humanitarian intervention and external state-building, about quick fixes to the 
challenge of the weak state. This is a field in which there is no instant gratification.

The wider europe has learned from the experience of the Western balkans and 
is about to translate that experience into action in kosovo. The way may be long and 
winding, but there is now a destination. The integration of all of the Western balkans 
into the european union is a realistic, though long-term goal that will help rebuild 
shattered states and societies. in addition, europe has a dense network of regional 
and specialised organisations, above all the oSce and the council of europe. There 
is thus justified hope that soon the balkans will drop off the list so famously drawn 
up by Walter lippman almost a hundred years ago. 
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