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Wolfgang Petritsch

Limits to Humanitarian Intervention
Syria and the Lessons from Bosnia and Kosovo

Are there lessons that can be drawn from the conflicts in former Yugoslavia in 
the 1990s – in particular in Bosnia and Kosovo – for ending the civil war in Syria? 
Can these two theatres of conflict – in the Balkans and in the Middle East – be 
compared at all? And if so, in what way?

The surge of new asymmetrical, intra-state conflicts and civil wars is a rather 
recent – post-Cold War – phenomenon. Statistics show that classical warefare 
between nation states is in sharp decline while simultaneously conflicts between 
governments and disaffected in-groups are on the rise. Invariably, local proxies 
of diverse ethnic, religious and plain organized criminal camps generate outside 
interest; neighbours, regional or global powers, play an ever increasing role in in-
tractable conflicts and further complicate matters.

Syria and the Balkans – “Wicked Problems”

These patterns, true for the former Yugoslavia, are to an even larger degree applic-
able to the Syria cisis. As in the case of Bosnia, the term “civil war” is of not much 
help in the analysis of the Syria conundrum. In both cases a deadly amalgam of 
outside aggression and domestic violence – assisted and on occasion even fuelled 
by foreign fighters – is at the core of such conflicts. As the Soviet Union was im-
ploding, the greatest threat to international security seemed to be war between the 
seceding Soviet republics and Russia, but as it turned out, the greatest threat was 
the break-up of Yugoslavia. 

Incredible today, but back then it took the international community by surprise. 
In the Balkans during the 1990s, ethnically and religiously diverse Yugoslavia 

splintered violently into ethnic states, creating new minorities in six of the seven 
successor states – all but ethnically-homogenous Slovenia. These conflicts provide 
important lessons for the Syrian conflict.

Notably, they shed light on the the important question: In what way could Syria 
be the catalyst for a new regional order – a post-Sykes-Picot Middle East, almost a 
hundred years après la lettre.

Indeed, Syria is, as described by former United States Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, “a wicked problem for all.” (Clinton, 2013) 
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Clinton evidently was paraphrasing US Business Professor John C. Camillus, 
who, in 2008, defined the issue in The Harvard Business Review:

“Wicked problems feature innumerable causes, are tough to adequately describe, and 
by definition have no ‘right’ answers. In fact, solutions to wicked problems are impos-
sible to objectively evaluate; rather, it is better to evaluate solutions to these problems as 
being shades of good and bad.” (Camillus, 2008)  

For the Obama Administration Syria is a “wicked” problem indeed, rife with com-
plexity and uncertain outcome.

This wicked problem perception has guided the Administration’s Middle East 
policy of late. In his September 2013 address to the United Nations General As-
sembly, President Obama spelled out a substantially reduced Middle East Agenda 
with only three priorities: 

1.  To prevent Iran from becoming a nuclear power; 
2.  To resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; 
3.  To mitigate the strife in Syria, with the elimination of Chemical Weapons as the 

cornerstone. (Office of the Press Secretary, 2013)

When talking about the Middle East, it is not just Syria that evades easy solu-
tions. It is all too obvious that in the Middle East there are numerous conflicts, 
historically interwoven, politically interrelated, yet assembled around the Israeli/
Palestinian conflict. 

The US invasion of Iraq is the classic example of a “war of choice” that turned 
out to be a game changer, with significant unintended consequences for the coun-
try and – in extension – for the region. 

Three years after the US retreat Iraq is on the brink of break-up, in fact worse 
off than it was at the height of sectarian strife in 2006–2007. 

Iran, on the other hand, under a severe Western sanctions regime since years, 
appears to be the regional winner in the long term. The latest rounds of nuclear 
negotiations in Vienna have once more demonstrated Iran’s resolve to overcome 
Western-induced ostracism; but ever more on its own – Russia-supported – terms. 
The July 2014 deadline will most likely not be met, extension seems to be the only 
option.

Indeed, Iran is a crucial element in resolving the whole Middle Easter jigsaw 
puzzle. 

Still, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains the most intractable challenge of 
the wider Middle East and constitutes the central piece of any regional settlement. 
The US-imposed April 2014 deadline has passed without the faintest chance for 
an eventual settlement. While for some time there was hope, that the personal 
engagement of US Secretary of State John Kerry would lead to an eventual break-
through in the Middle East, both sides were not really ready to walk the extra mile.
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The Kerry-initiative, personally corageous but without new ideas, has not pro-
duced any substantive inroads into the arguably most wicked problems globally. 
Incriminations were tossed at each other, the new entente between the PLO and 
the Hamas is being attacked by Israel; the Hamas governed Gaza strip is on the 
verge of another military conflict; some even predict a Third Intifada. Character-
istically, the US initiative collapsed at a time when the whole region – from Egypt 
to Syria, Iraq, from Afghanistan to Pakistan – seems to move in the direction of 
unprecedented turmoil.

After Washington’s rather perplexing diplomatic zigzag, the elimination of Syr-
ia’s chemical weapons – under international regime – seems to be an exceptional 
and rare success. Still, in view of the surprising success of ISIS (now IS) in the 
region, a whole new strategy – which has to include Iran and Russia – is urgently 
needed. However, the US seems to be out of cync with the evolving, potentially 
game-changing situation.

An arc of Sunni/Shia confronation stretches from Lebanon to Syria and on to 
Iraq. In fact we can speak of an ever more unified regional theatre of conflict.

Finally, the Arab awakening is followed by a return to familiar political pat-
terns. At least some of the desired changes are taking root in Tunisia. This has not 
been the case in Libya. On the contrary, the former Gaddafi fiefdom is now divided 
and lawless. Another example of a failed Western military intervention of late.

The déjà-vu effect is strongest in Egypt, where the military is back in power and 
an Algeria scenario seems all too likely. The intended liberating effects of revolu-
tions rarely materialize in the short run.

Lessons from Yugoslavia

Three main lessons from the so-called humanitarian interventions in the wars of 
succession of former Yugoslavia of the 1990s are worth emphasizing. 

First, there is no simple comparison between conflicts possible; not even within 
the Yugoslav theatre of wars. Conflicts have their very specific root causes: geo-
political, economic, social, and – underestimated at the time – cultural/religious. 
However, there are “structural” similarities, specific and iterative patterns of con-
flict escalation. In both regions – the Balkans and the Middle East-conflicts have 
often begun as peaceful demonstrations against social and economic hardship and 
not as armed rebellions; Syria is no exception. 

Another case in point is, that both the Balkans and the Middle East were part 
of the Ottoman Empire for many hundreds of years. Since the breakup of the Ot-
toman Empire in the early years of the twentieth century, the two geographically 
distant regions have been zones of domestic upheavals and foreign interventions, 
with massive political, economic, religious, ethnic and cultural implications. Post-
colonial phenomena explain the Middle East and the Balkans alike. The assasina-
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tion of the Habsburg heir to the throne in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 and the the 
outbreak of the Great War in August 1914 are both diplomatically and politically 
tied to the Middle East. The Paris treaties of 1919 created a new map from Central 
Europe to the Middle East. In spite of Wilson’s Fourteen Points – self-determina-
tion being the most famous of them – it was the victors who drew lines and these 
are valid still today.

Second, conflicts have a way of announcing themselves long before they break 
into the open. They do not simply arise out of nowhere. Nonetheless, the interna-
tional community is ill-equipped to engage in early – diplomatic – intervention.

Third, the international community – the United Nations and other interna-
tional and regional organizations – tend to perform poorly in preventative diplo-
macy. Their toolboxes lack imagination and creativity. They lack the serious atten-
tion that traditional states pay to its armed forces.

Preventing conflicts from heating up is widely ignored in the real world of in-
ternational security. Early engagement and swift action, however, are of crucial 
importance. 

The Dire Consequences of State Collapse

The breakup of Yugoslavia, again, serves as an apt – and cautionary – example. 
The wars in Yugoslavia have seen both delayed intervention and early interven-
tion in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, respectively. The prime example of 
a delayed intervention is, of course, Bosnia and Herzegovina. The war in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina lasted for almost four years, largely due to a fundamental split in 
the international community: The first Clinton Administration remained aloof for 
the longest time. Meanwhile, the warring fractions received support along historic 
cleavages: The United Kingdom and France were pro-Serb, reminiscent of the al-
liances in the two World Wars. Germany and Austria in turn, were in support of 
the Catholic nations Slovenia and Croatia. It took more than two years to unite 
Europeans behind a common post-Yugoslavia policy. 

The UN Peacekeeping Mission was crucially affected by this split, operating still 
very much – and disastruously unsuccessful – in the Cold War mode of a neutral 
go-between. 

In sum, the West’s confused policy resulted in one of the greatest moral de-
sasters for Europe and the US alike. The post-1945 adage of “Never Again” was 
cynically abandoned in Srebrenica. More than one-hundred thousand civilians 
and soldiers were killed in the wars of succession. In Bosnia alone more than half 
of the population of four million were forcibly displaced. The social fabric of this 
once multicultural and traditionally tolerant society – the best of Ottoman her-
itage – was virtually wiped out. Overnight, Bosnians had become Serbs, Croats 
and Muslim/Bosniacs. “Ethnic cleansing” became a household word. Only after 
Srebrenica, where in mid-July of 1995 more than 8,000 Muslim men and boys were 
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systematically killed by Serb militias, did the US-led International Community, 
intervene militarily. 

“Srebrenica” marked the turning point for the interventionist policies in the 
Balkans. It also gave birth to the “liberal imperialism” paradigm of the 1990s. A 
limited NATO air campaign of August 1995, endorsed by the UN Security Coun-
cil, paved the way for the US-brokered Dayton Accords that ended the fighting. 
The political consequences of this delayed intervention in Bosnia have been dire 
and long-lasting. In spite of a massive military, politcal, economic and financial 
engagement, – first to none – progress is scant. Bosnia and Herzegovina today is a 
divided and dysfunctional state, though it is no longer plagued by armed conflicts. 

To say it bluntly: Dayton is no blueprint for state building. A major remake 
of the Dayton-imposed Bosnian constitution, which unsuccessfully tried to circle 
the ethnic square, will have to come sooner rather than later. This time it is not 
about the fear from a resurgence of war. Rather, it is the spectre of a social revolt. A 
stagnant economy, social deprivaion for an increasing number of Bosnia’s citizens 
of all ethnic stripes, owed in large degree to the state capture by a corrupt domestic 
political and economic elite.

It was, however, fear of yet another Srebrenica, that drove the United States 
and Europe to become involved in Kosovo in the summer of 1998. After an intense 
yet unsuccessful US/EU shuttle diplomacy between Belgrade and Kosovo’s capital 
Prishtina in the fall of 1998, the two warring sides were summoned to the French 
castle of Rambouillet in February 1999 intended as a last ditch effort to hammer 
out a peace deal, very much in the vein of Dayton. The Balkans Contact Group had 
a clear goal: Substantive autonomy for Kosovo’s 90% ethnic Albanians, accompa-
nied by robust rights for Kosovo’s Serb minority population.

In view of America’s hesitation to intervene militarily in Syria, one question that 
was asked prior to the Rambouillet conference is of a certain relevance here: Can 
peace talks succeed without prior show of military force, as was the case in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina? In the end, in Kosovo, they did not. The NATO air campaign – 
the first out-of-area engagement of the North Atlantic Alliance – lasted for seven-
ty-four days and put a heavy strain on the member states. It was conducted without 
Security Council mandate and was later termed “illegal but legitimate” in view 
of the massive atrocities committed by Milosevic’s security forces. In spite of the 
justifiably ongoing controversy about the legality/legitimacy of this humanitarian 
intervention without UN mandate, the NATO war on Yugoslavia in the sping of 
1999 led to a new doctine, the so-called “Responsibility to Protect” or R2P, adopted 
by the Unted Nations General Assembly in 2005.
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Can Intervention Work?

In spite of its dubious legal character, early engagement – in the form of the un-
armed Diplomatic Observer Mission between July and October 1998 and the sub-
sequent OSCE Verification Mission – has led to early international action. This has 
contributed to the fact, that the last war over Yugoslavia’s dissolution has caused 
far fewer casualties and helped to foster a more successful state building process, 
jointly conducted by the UN and the European Union.

Kosovo is now on its way to a fully-fledged nation, aspiring to become a mem-
ber of the European Union. Thanks to the EU-brokered historic agreement be-
tween Belgrade and Prishtina, the reintegration of the Serb majority region in the 
north of the newly independent country is now firmly underway. The “carrot” of 
eventual EU membership for both Serbia and Kosovo continues to be pivotal. 

Thus, one important lesson from external intervention in former Yugoslavia is 
this: It needs to come early – to stop further escalation. It needs to be comprehen-
sive in its approach and has to involve – fom the outset – constructive elements 
of the state in question. The end of the post-Cold War era has spelled the end to 
UN-Security Council mandates as we knew it in the 1990s. The neutral interational 
mediator, protected by a blue helmet, is a thing of the past. To side with the sup-
pressed, to save lives and to prevent mass atrocities, as committed from Rwanda to 
Srebrenica, has become the United Nation’s main task.

In addition, an ever closer ring of regional organisations, like the African Union 
or the supranational European Union, will have to face much of the current and 
future challenges. As the EU has so aptly demonstrated in Macedonia, where, in 
2001, the Brussels-brokered Ohrid Agreement brought this former Yugoslav Re-
public with a substantive ethnic Albanian minority back from the brink of war. 

No agreement, unless carefully developed, will stop inter-ethnic conflicts for-
ever. Because of the still unresolved name recognition by Macedonia’s neighbor, 
NATO and EU member Greece, domestic politics have turned from the bizarre to 
the absurd. A fight for both countries’ ancient heros – both claim Alexander the 
Great as “theirs” – is endangering the volatile relations between ethnic Macedoni-
ans and ethnic Albanians.

In spite of such backlashes, it will to a large degree depend on the positive im-
age of the European Union in world politics and its soft power approach as, for 
example, demonstrated in the Iran nuclear talks.

In many ways the EU was able to convince Americans and Iranis alike, that 
its policy of negotiated compromise, its role as the European mediator of choice, 
has real potential and could serve as an example how to resolve other intractable 
conflicts around the globe.

I hasten to add that the emerging “smart” power of the European Union’s newly 
established foreign policy arm has produced a peace dividend of sorts for the Bal-
kans region.
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In retrospect, one can safely assume that the interventions in the former Yugo-
slavia, including in Croatia and in Macedonia, can be considered a critical success. 

There are mainly three reasons why intervention in the Balkans has worked. 
First, in terms of geopolitics, the much touted unipolar moment of the 1990s, 

when the US was the undisputed “hyperpower” and willing to lead, was crucial to 
the relative success. 

Second, in terms of economic reconstruction of the war-torn region, there was 
a booming economy in the West, with the US running a surplus economy. 

Furthermore: In Europe, a fast moving integration process was underway when 
– in 1993 – the Maastricht Treaty created the European Union (previously Com-
munity) and had laid the fundamentals for the common currency, the Euro. 

It was an era of optimism and a certain can-do attitude. 
Third, the prospect of a more equitable regional framework played a significant 

role. In the case of the Balkans, the lure of eventual EU membership helped to 
facilitate a successful intervention. The Balkan wars ultimately helped to sharpen 
the idea of a common Europe. The EU is, after all, the largest peace project in the 
history of mankind. It has turned the “war continent” into a zone of widely paci-
fied states. Serious challenges on the fringes of the Continent remain. The ongoing 
fiscal crisis in the member states of the southern rim are substantive and need 
Europe’s full attention; the democratic, political, economic and banking integra-
tion needs to be pushed forward. This will not happen in a sufficient manner unless 
the strict policy of austerity is replaced by a social and citizen-centered approach.

Regional Integration in the Age of Globalisation

Many if not all of these intergation features are absent in the Middle East. However, 
not all is bleak. There is an opportunity in the current Syrian crisis, in a dialectic 
sense, that opens up new perspectives and new potentials for solutions. What is 
needed is a holistic and very comprehensive strategy and to see the bigger Middle 
Eastern picture. Very much along the lines that were developed in the Balkans 
region only after years of conflict.

Back then, dealing with one “hot” conflict at a time, marked by slow and 
piecemeal action and opportunistic procrastination, led to a chain of wars, from 
Slovenia to Croatia, then to Bosnia and Herzegovina, and finally to Kosovo. In 
Macedonia, by contrast, war was possible to be avoided, for the EU and US had 
learned their lesson by then. A thorough policy mapping exercise is warranted; 
intervening states must be committed to a sensible process for the long haul. 

To conclude, what then can be learned from the experiences in the Balkans 
for the much more complex conflict constellations in Syria; or, for that matter, in 
Israel-Palestine, when military intervention is – rightly – not an option? 
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Six Lessons – A Primer for Peace

In recent interviews with international mediators and negotiators, including my-
self, the US journalist Robert Collier summarized some lessons of successful peace 
negotiations that ended wars from Central America to Bosnia, and from Yemen to 
Afghanistan. I shall paraphrase his findings:

Lesson 1: Negotiate Early and Robustly
Neither non-intervention nor intervention will work for Syria at this stage. Bos-
nia’s Dayton Peace Accords in 1995 came only after a NATO military intervention, 
preceded by almost four years of war. In contrast, the Kosovo agreement in 1999 
followed a NATO intervention that came while the conflict was still short-lived 
and the death toll low. These facts have conributed to a significant difference in 
post-war rehabilitation: Bosnia is still very much unfinished business; even after 
20 years of intervention and external state building it is still unclear when it will 
be a viable state. 

Not so in Kosovo: After a much shorter period of intervention, Kosovo is fur-
ther advanced in its state building efforts and regional integration than is neigh-
boring Bosnia.

This all will be much tougher in Syria, once the conflict is over, which is not to 
be expected soon.

Compared even to Bosnia and in particular to Kosovo, Syria has already by 
now a much higher death toll, far greater destruction of infrastructure and dis-
placement of refugees. There are no European-style regional institutions that could 
provide a framwork for peace and reconciliation. Once help arrives too late, like in 
Syria, it becomes infinitely more difficult to find a solution. (Collier, 2013)  

US President Obama had to fnd out the hard way that Syria is too complex 
for any sucessful intervention at all. A multi-faceted political-diplomatic effort, as 
outlind by the former UN and Arab League mediator Lakhdar Brahimi, is a possile 
way forward. One should not expect quick results. 

This brings me to the next lesson.

Lesson 2: Include all Regional Powers – In Particular Iran
Since February 2012, when the United Nations began attempting to convene Syria 
peace talks in Geneva, one US position has been adamant – Iran must not be al-
lowed to participate. Although then-UN envoy Kofi Annan advocated for the in-
clusion of Iran, the idea was shelved after strong opposition from Secretary of State 
Hilary Clinton. This American veto on Iran led directly to the collapse of the UN 
effort, known as Geneva I, four months later.

I strongly agree with my colleague Alvaro de Soto, who directed UN mediation 
efforts in El Salvador, Guatemala, Cyprus and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, who 
maintains that Assad’s regime and the Russians are unlikely to make any significant 



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH | Offprint for Wolfgang Petritsch

Limits to Humanitarian Intervention 87

concessions without involvement from Iran. “Iran can’t be part of the solution if 
they are kept out. They have to be brought in, they have to be part of the solution,” 
de Soto contends. (Ibid.)

Lesson 3: No Preconditions about Core Issues
“The conventional wisdom among policy elites from Washington to Ankara has 
long held that the Syrian rebels, who have been weakened by major army advances 
this year, would eventually surge on the battlefield and force Assad’s government 
to its knees.” (Ibid.)

With the US military option taken off the table and Assad’s military continuing 
to hold its own on the battlefield, the requirement that Assad must go may need to 
be jettisoned. This was the single biggest mistake from the start of the conflict. The 
insistence that Assad be deposed hangs over him like a sword of Damocles; it has 
made peace impossible. The – false – framing of Syria as part of the Arab awaken-
ing, didn’t allow one to see that Syria is different. It has been quietly abandoned 
since.

In the Bosnia peace talks in Dayton, Ohio, international negotiators allowed 
a central role for Serbian leader Slobodan MiloŠević. He was accused of respon-
sibility for atrocities in the conflict but was central to reaching a deal over the 
objections of radical Bosnian Serbs. Only several years later and after the Kosovo 
conflict, was MiloŠević captured and tried as a war criminal by the International 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague.

In Syria the lines between “good” and “bad” have been quickly blurred, since 
both Assad’s military and some rebel groups are accused of gross atrocities and 
human rights violations. Who then should be the West’s partner in this “wicked 
conflict”?

 In Dayton, MiloŠević was treated as a peacemaker only to be the villain in Ko-
sovo a few years later. In diplomacy, sometimes one has to negotiate with terrorists 
and war criminals in order to achiev peace. 

Lesson 4: No War Crimes Trials – At Least not Right Away
As Collier rightly states, with more than 150,000 deaths and millions displaced, 
as well as the chemical weapons attacks, the Syrian war has witnessed many grisly 
war crimes by all sides which will eventually need to be prosecuted. For the United 
States, many human rights groups and the Syrian rebels, the desired solution 
would be criminal prosecution of Assad and many of his top aides. For the regime, 
however, this scenario is unthinkable and non-negotiable. Then again: What about 
war crimes committed by rebel groups?

This standoff echoes one of the most wrenching questions of any mediation 
effort: Which is more important – justice or peace? 

Collier concludes that despite the dramatic example of the Nuremberg trials, at 
which Nazis were prosecuted after World War II, the trend of international peace-
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making since then has emphasized blanket amnesties for the warring parties. Not 
so, obviously for the politically responsible.

The creation of the International Criminal Court in 2002, and the actions of 
judges such as Spain’s Baltazar Garzon, make it possible to prosecute alledged war 
crimes even long after conflicts have ended.

According to de Soto, the United Nations has adopted a policy of opposing 
amnesties for war crimes and crimes against humanity, but this policy is often 
ignored for the sake of expediency. 

“Amnesty is encouraged because you want the warring sides to be absorbed in 
society,” says de Soto, speaking of peace talks in general. 

For Syria, the lesson is to step carefully, protect human-rights principles while 
avoiding the temptation to seek immediate punishment for war crimes. “It has 
become more difficult to turn a blind eye to certain categories of crimes,” de Soto 
said. “So cutting that kind of deal has become more difficult now.” (Ibid.)

Lesson 5: Be Creative (Ibid.)
I also agree strongly with my colleague Giandomenico Pico, who points out that 
“the Syrian conflict includes political, religious and personal factors that cross 
many boundaries … You have to understand the national narratives as well as the 
personal narratives that form their decisions.” (Ibid.)

A lot of creativity will be needed in Syria because the Middle East’s century-old 
national borders, drawn arbitrarily by England and France after World War I, are 
beginning to dissolve. “A new architecture of power and borders is in the making 
from Lebanon all the way to Pakistan,” Picco states. “We are in the very dawn of 
horizontal institutions, not vertical. Anyone negotiating Syria will have to realize 
that.” (Ibid.)

Lesson 6: Freeze out the Extremists
In Syria, fighters linked to al Qaeda (as of late overtaken by the even more extrem-
ist ISIS/IS troops) are playing an increasing role among rebel forces and are vehe-
mently opposed to any peace talks. The widespread assumption among Western 
powers is that the extremists must be fought and defeated militarily under any 
possible scenario, even if US-backed rebels – who include an increasing number of 
Islamist extremists –  were to win power. 

In the Bosnia conflict, the Bosnian Serb breakaway government refused to ne-
gotiate under Western auspices and it was ignored in the Dayton peace agreement. 
Consequently, the war-time Bosnian Serb ledership was systematically sidelined 
after the peace accord; only many years later its political and military leaders ended 
in The Hague.

The experience in the Balkans shows that peace in Syria is elusive, far away and 
will be messy, to say the least. This – in the end – is the sobering consequence of a 
conflict not dealt with in time.
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