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“Even the lowliest men prefer being subjects to men of their own
people rather than to any aliens.”
—Leo Strauss (as quoted by James Atlas in the New York Times)

“Alien rule is intrinsically inconsistent with liberal western values;
but there are worse things that can happen to any people.”
—D.K. Fieldhouse, Colonialism 1870–1945: An Introduction

In the weeks and months following September 11, 2001, the citizens of
New York City found themselves surrounded by United States military
personnel as they went about their daily lives. Soldiers guarded every
bridge and tunnel leading into the city. As police pulled over cars and
trucks on the George Washington Bridge for routine inspections, military
teams took part. Uniformed National Guard troops stood at every airport
security gate in the metropolitan area, and pairs of soldiers carrying auto-
matic rifles walked through the passenger waiting area at Newark Airport
during the holiday season that December. Throughout lower Manhattan,
military personnel checked everyone’s identification, even blocks away
from the World Trade Center site; for awhile only those who could prove
they were residents were allowed into the area. At the National Guard
Armory on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, stern-looking soldiers in
combat fatigues glared at passersby on the sidewalks, and occasionally
blocked off a neighboring street or two for security reasons. Eighteen
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months later when the U.S. invaded Iraq and government-declared threat
levels went up again, many of these scenes were repeated. Soldiers with
automatic rifles patrolled the Port Authority Bus Terminal, combat tanks
stood outside the toll gates at the Lincoln Tunnel, and one Wednesday
morning a half-dozen Black Hawk helicopters hovered over the Manhat-
tan skyline during rush hour.

In one sense, these measures made the population feel secure. The
troops were there to protect the area from what appeared to be the very
pressing threat of terrorism. Virtually everyone in the New York metro-
politan area had lost at least a friend of a friend—if not someone closer—
in the World Trade Center attack, and the city was on edge. The soldiers
weren’t there to hassle the average citizen; they were there to deter attacks
by the people who wanted to disrupt those citizens’ lives. Yet at the same
time the military presence caused real psychological discomfort and inse-
curity. It is unnerving to see heavily armed and uniformed military troops
walking around on a sunny day among civilians going about their ordinary
business. There is a tinge of menace inherent in the appearance of armed
soldiers, something that no amount of goodwill can entirely dissipate.
Their presence also made the threat seem more real. It was difficult to for-
get that the country felt under siege when combat troops became a normal
part of the scenery.

Now change this scenario, so that the uniforms are worn by foreign sol-
diers, most of whom need interpreters to communicate with the locals.
Make the military presence go on for years, and make it much more intru-
sive, with soldiers not merely stationed at bridges, airports, and depots, but
actually engaged in regular foot and vehicle patrols in heavily armed units
down city streets. Then put the area’s laws and institutions—political, edu-
cational, and economic—under the control of the same foreigners who
send in most of the troops.

These alterations make the mood a little different, even when the sol-
diers hail from liberal democratic states, and even when their stated
goals—protecting society and making it more secure—are the same.
The dangers and threats may be just as real, and the citizens may know
just as clearly that the troops are there in order to keep the peace. But
the psychological balance shifts. Who knows what really motivates the
presence of armed foreigners on one’s own soil, especially when they are
directing everything from traffic to the conduct of judicial proceedings?
And who knows what the citizens truly value anymore, when the coun-
try seems to function as it does only because the foreign guns are still
present?
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Keeping Peace and Forcing Change

This book examines the use of military troops by liberal democratic states
to keep the peace and rebuild order in foreign societies. Its focus is on the
operations carried out under United Nations Security Council authoriza-
tion in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor in the 1990s, but it also
begins a tentative exploration of the initially more unilateral U.S. occupa-
tions of postwar Afghanistan and Iraq. The lessons of the 1990s have clear
relevance for these more recent American cases—and for the second round
of peacekeeping intervention that began in Haiti just as this book was
going to press. Indeed in spite of the suspicion that some Washington offi-
cials have of multilateralism in general, and of the UN as an organization
in particular, the administration of U.S. President George W. Bush found
itself under increasing pressure to reach out to the international commu-
nity to help share the burden of peacekeeping after wars it had waged. By
late 2003, the American-led coalition in Afghanistan was sharing space
with peacekeepers from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
who had UN authorization to deploy across the country, and the
American-led coalition in Iraq finally gained an official multi-state peace
mission component under UN approval.

Despite their many differences, each of these newer operations differs
markedly from the older and more traditional understanding of United
Nations peacekeeping that is carried out by troops wearing blue helmets.
It is time for us to change our understanding of the concept of “peace-
keeping,” even though some in the UN community resist this transforma-
tion. It used to be that UN peacekeeping was only about ensuring that
ceasefires held in various world hotspots, and about trying to prevent the
immediate outbreak of renewed fighting in situations where peace agree-
ments were fragile. (These traditional goals have still been pursued recently
by UN peacekeepers in some isolated cases, like Cyprus and the
Ethiopian/Eritrean border.) It also used to be that UN peacekeeping was
done with the full consent of all the parties to the conflict. What sets these
newer operations apart is that they were designed to go far beyond such
traditional purposes. The international community for the first time took
responsibility for the functioning of political societies destroyed by civil
war or tyranny. In each of these newer operations the presence of foreign
military troops was used by outsiders to try to control political outcomes.
In each of these newer cases some parties to the conflict had to be coerced
into accepting the foreign military peacekeeping presence under threat of
military attack, or indeed after they lost a war to the states who then sent
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in peacekeepers. In several cases—including Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan
and Iraq—there are significant factions to this day who do not recognize
the legitimacy of the foreign troop presence in their countries, despite the
UN mandates that cover those troops under international law.

In order to provoke a reconsideration of the design of these complex
peacekeeping operations and of whether they have a realistic chance of
establishing lasting political change in war-torn or post-tyrannical societies,
this book explicitly compares them to the colonial occupations carried out
by liberal democratic states at the turn of the twentieth century. Comparing
complex peacekeeping operations to this type of colonialism helps highlight
the dilemmas associated with attempts to control foreign societies, espe-
cially since in both cases a fundamental goal has been to make these foreign
societies look more like the West. While there are many crucial differences
between peacekeeping and colonialism, which will also be explored in this
book, the tendency of today’s international community to shy away from
the comparison out of fear of being tarred with the imperialist label actu-
ally clouds our ability to see and analyze modern operations clearly.

Complex Peacekeeping and Control

When new more complex peacekeeping operations were undertaken
beginning in the mid-1990s, their goal was no longer limited to stopping
the immediate threat of war. Instead, these operations were undertaken in
an effort to move war-torn societies on to a liberal democratic path of
political development. The hope was that by establishing new political val-
ues and institutions in these countries, the representatives of western soci-
ety—since these operations have been uniformly led by states or coalitions
representing western values—could create a more stable and secure inter-
national environment. By remaking societies, it was thought, the funda-
mental underlying causes of war could be removed. These operations have
hoped to build global security by encouraging lasting political change in
thorny world areas.

To distinguish this new type of operation from traditional peacekeep-
ing, and to highlight its interwoven military, political, and economic com-
ponents, I refer to these new kinds of missions as “complex peacekeeping
operations.” Others have called them peace enforcement, peace building,
or peace maintenance operations (or sometimes just “peace operations”),
but this proliferation of terms and the definitions that accompany them
tends to confuse the issue rather than adding real analytic heft. The
Brahimi Report, issued in 2000 by an expert panel convened by UN Sec-
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retary General Kofi Annan to evaluate these new missions, uses most of
these terms interchangeably.1 (Reportedly the question of whether to use
the term “peacekeeping operations” or “peace operations” in the title of
both the panel and the report caused so much controversy in the UN com-
munity that it almost undercut the group’s work.) No two of these recent
missions look exactly alike, since all of them have been structured in
response to specific conditions on the ground where they are deployed. Yet
all of them have evolved over time out of the first UN peacekeeping oper-
ations of the 1950s. Their designers have tried to learn from mistakes made
earlier while adapting to contemporary circumstances. For these reasons,
to keep the term “peacekeeping” while acknowledging the new complex-
ity of these operations is a fitting choice.

The objectives of the international community in these new missions
have been noble: to create stable, tolerant, more liberal and democratic
regimes out of the wreckage of war-torn societies. In Haiti in 1994, the goal
was to restore a nascent democracy that had been wiped out by a brutal
military coup three years before, and to bring an end to the country’s long
history of violence and political mayhem under a series of malevolent dic-
tators. In Bosnia in 1995 and Kosovo in 1999, the aim was to convince
warring ethnic groups to lay down their arms, while staving off the temp-
tation these groups faced to retaliate against each other for past wrongs.
The hope was that the victims of ethnic cleansing could return to their
homes and learn to live together in stable, integrated societies. In East
Timor the objectives of international peacekeeping changed over time. The
initial purpose of UN-backed intervention in 1999 was to rescue a newly
independent territory from rampaging militias. The international commu-
nity then followed this in 2000 with a plan to reinforce this territory’s sta-
tus as a newly sovereign state, separate from Indonesia, by helping it to cre-
ate liberal democratic political and economic institutions from scratch. In
Afghanistan and Iraq, the international community has wanted to shepherd
in new regimes that would bring more stability and better human rights
records to their countries than either the Taliban or Saddam Hussein did.

Intervention by military peacekeepers to help accomplish these goals
seemed warranted in each case, because the societies in question would not
move in these beneficial directions on their own after the trauma that they
had undergone. Citizens needed to be protected from the bad actors among
them who would otherwise undercut social and political progress, and
both entrenched and emerging political leaders in these societies needed to
be deterred from reverting to the intolerant and corrupt political and eco-
nomic systems of the past. For these operations to be successful, the inter-
national community would have to act as a benevolent occupation force,
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serving to protect and oversee societies that were thought to be not yet
ready to function by themselves. The goal has been to move these strug-
gling societies toward the path of development that was taken by the lib-
eral democratic states who dominate the international system today.

The international community, motivated by liberal democratic princi-
ples, in other words acted with the intention of controlling political devel-
opments in foreign societies. Yet to control a society from without, using
force, brings up the specter of imperialism. The idea of making foreign
societies look more like liberal western democracies is not new. Perhaps
surprisingly to those who have not studied the subject before, it is one of
the factors that motivated the imperialism practiced by liberal states—the
United States, Great Britain, and France—at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. A wide range of analysts have in fact remarked on the resemblance of
peacekeeping to imperialism. Colonel Robert C. Owen of the U.S. Air
Force notes, “The naked reality of peace operations is that they are the
consequence of decisions by powerful outsiders to intervene in the affairs
of less well-endowed local governments, groups, and factions. . . . [They]
direct or facilitate the movement of the social, economic, and political
affairs of others in directions that the intervening states believe they would
not go without that application of power.”2 This sounds remarkably sim-
ilar to the basic definition of empire proposed by Michael W. Doyle in his
seminal book on the subject: “Empires are relationships of political con-
trol imposed by some political societies over the effective sovereignty of
other political societies.”3

Some more radical critics of today’s peacekeeping go so far as to accuse
the international community of practicing tyranny in complex peacekeep-
ing operations, by forcefully imposing western liberal values on societies
that are by nature based on patronage networks and nationalism.4 Much
of the population in each of the peace-kept countries of today may have
initially welcomed in outside support, yet many have later resented the spe-
cific contours taken by peacekeeping operations as time has gone on.
When control is exercised by foreigners, domestic preferences are not
always heeded. It should be remembered, as well, that imperial occupa-
tions also relied for their success on the tacit support of at least segments
of the colonized population.

Imperialism and Peacekeeping: A First Cut

There are many important differences between the imperialism of a cen-
tury ago and the complex peacekeeping operations of the 1990s and
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beyond. Perhaps the most crucial is that imperialism was designed to take
resources from the colonies for the benefit of the empires, while complex
peacekeeping operations are designed with the intention of assisting target
countries to become more self-sufficient. In those days intervention was
carried out by states acting alone; today to be considered legitimate, inter-
vention must be multilateral and carried out under the provisions of inter-
national law. Yet the idea of forceful intervention to create political and
social change is common to both eras, and in both eras the powerful lib-
eral democracies who led the interventions believed that such change
would benefit both themselves and the target population. Their involve-
ment in both eras was motivated at least in part by humanitarianism. Yet
national interest in both eras played a significant role in their decisions.

Journalists now commonly argue that today’s complex peacekeeping
operations resemble imperialism.5 John Laughland, in the British weekly
The Spectator, compares the power of peacekeepers in Bosnia today to
that held by British colonial officials from a century ago. Max Boot, for-
mer chief editorialist for the Wall Street Journal, argues that sending Amer-
ican troops on peacekeeping operations is like sending them to fight the
small wars of the imperial era.6 In 2002, Boot advocated the expansion of
U.S. peacekeeping activities in Afghanistan to match those carried out by
its quasi-colonial garrison in nineteenth-century Shanghai. Michael Ignati-
eff, in The New York Times Magazine, contends that UN agencies and
humanitarian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Afghanistan
have an “inherently colonial” relationship with the local population. Even
efforts made by international aid agencies to empower local people, he
thinks, are just “the illusion of self-government joined to the reality of
imperial tutelage.”7 In Bosnia, he suggests, “our need for noble victims and
happy endings” is a “narcissistic enterprise,” designed to force others to be
like us. He asks, “what is empire but the desire to imprint our values on
another people?”8

Calling UN-authorized peacekeepers “imperialists” isn’t new. Peace-
keeping troops from NATO in Bosnia and Kosovo have been branded
imperialists by those who object to the politics of ethnic tolerance that the
international community is trying to institutionalize there. Australian
forces leading the INTERFET mission in East Timor in 1999 were labeled
imperialists by their detractors, even though INTERFET included troops
from a wide range of countries in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific and
had the support of most local players. United Nations officials and repre-
sentatives from the NGO community are often horrified that anyone might
consider what they are doing the least bit colonial. They emphasize that
their actions are humanitarian and are carried out with the cooperation of
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many countries, in accordance with international law. That hasn’t stopped
their critics.

To get foreign countries to do what the international community wants
them to do, namely develop along liberal, democratic, humanitarian lines,
peacekeepers have to use force to stop those who try to undercut them.
They have to pick political winners and losers according to their adherence
to particular values, and they have to monitor political behavior so that
those who support particular outcomes in target societies can be selectively
rewarded. While their ultimate goals and many of the means they used were
different, that is exactly what the imperial powers of a century ago did, too.

These strategies usually failed to work over the long run. Picking new
winners and losers according to their support for the occupying forces
tended to disrupt long-standing social and political equilibria in foreign
societies; and this bred resentment. When the imperial powers emphasized
the desirability of liberal democratic ideals, they only highlighted the incon-
sistency of their own policies, where outsiders used force to control a for-
eign society rather than allowing it to determine its own path. Colonialism
simultaneously often bred dependency on outside assistance to achieve soci-
etal and economic stability, even as that dependency was resented.

The complex peacekeeping cases discussed here have each faced those
challenges as well. Yet if outsiders had not intervened, the populations of
Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor would have continued on their tra-
jectory of violence and chaos—although in Haiti, the initial 1994 inter-
vention failed to keep the country from reverting to that trajectory again a
decade later. In postwar Afghanistan and Iraq, the belief was that power
vacuums left in the wake of brutal authoritarian regimes go on attracting
reactionary Muslim militants and stirring up longstanding ethnic conflict,
while corrupt warlords and common bandits would remain unchallenged.
The hope, perhaps misplaced, was that outside intervention could set these
societies on a more stable and liberal political path. This is where the
dilemma of complex peacekeeping arises. Liberal democratic publics
believe that something must be done to stop the bloodshed that foreign
societies inflict on themselves, especially when the victims are innocent
people. Yet the notion that outsiders can control the direction of political
development in foreign societies is very often illusory.

The Additional Dilemma of Multilateralism

It is hard enough to coax liberal democratic change out of a foreign soci-
ety without seeming like an occupier. Beyond this, UN-authorized peace-
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keepers face an additional practical difficulty. To be considered legitimate,
complex peacekeeping operations must be multilateral, representing the
consensus of the international community that intervention is justified.
This characteristic is what most separates them from imperialism in the
eyes of many analysts. Drawing on the classic definition of multilateralism
provided by John Gerard Ruggie, this means that they must be based on
the participation of many different states (and in reality, of NGOs too)
who have reached wide agreement on what the appropriate principles for
conduct should be.9 They must be nonexclusionary, welcoming all comers
and not based on alliances of convenience. Yet this often makes coordina-
tion unworkable.

The foreigners involved in managing and carrying out these military
interventions do not come from a single country or institution, but instead
represent a diverse set of national and organizational interests and prac-
tices. Because they tend to be from liberal democratic states, the leaders are
ultimately beholden to their domestic audiences. As Lisa L. Martin notes,
multilateralism is usefully viewed as a means to an end, rather than an end
in itself.10 In this case, multilateralism is a means to legitimize foreign inter-
vention that is being undertaken because it matches what the participants
and their domestic audiences want to see happen. Each participating gov-
ernment is subject to differing and fickle approval ratings at home. This
means that the participants in complex peacekeeping operations often
champion a mutually incompatible variety of liberal democratic ideals.
They do not share a common definition of what they hope to accomplish
on the ground.

This is largely because no blueprint exists for how to create the perfect
liberal democratic society. As several scholars have noted, including
Roland Paris, Jack Snyder, and Karen Ballentine, there are elements of
seemingly liberal and democratic developments that are self-contradictory.
For example, pushing an economy toward market openness—a common
liberal goal—can aggravate the class distinctions that motivated ethnic
warfare and lead to a hardening of ethnic intolerance in society. To follow
one liberal goal can undercut another. Loosening state controls over the
media—which sounds good in theory in postautocratic states—can give
hard-line nationalists a continuing public voice, by allowing them unfet-
tered access to a free press.11 If there were one agreed template to follow,
about what to do when, the process of change might not be so thorny. But
each foreign state and organization has its own ideas about what the direc-
tion of political change should be in the society in question and how it
should be achieved. Since intervention is made legitimate by gaining wide
agreement over its conduct, operations must be designed so as to be accept-
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able to the full spectrum of foreign participants, and this usually means
that authority is parceled out while decisions are negotiated and second-
guessed over time. Inconsistency is the inevitable result, even though every-
one at base would like to see these societies move in the direction of accept-
ing liberal democracy and its system of humane values.

These operations are further complicated by the need to gain support
for the process of change from the people whose mindsets are supposed to
be altered. Complex peacekeeping operations are in this sense doubly mul-
tilateral, since the agreement of multiple actors matters both in terms of
how they are run from the outside, and in terms of how they are structured
inside foreign societies. Not only must the international community as a
whole, as represented by many different states, give its approval to the
intervention process if it is to be considered legitimate. But also, simulta-
neously, the domestic society of the country where peacekeeping forces are
deployed, as represented by many different political interests and actors,
must somehow be encouraged to take “ownership” of the process of
change. It is this ownership that in the end proves that peacekeeping was
being done with the consent of those whose polities are being changed. The
goal of the foreign troops has not been really to force people to form lib-
eral democracies. Instead it has been to convince them that this is the
rational thing to do, with force used only to nudge along those who oth-
erwise disrupt this process. In this way, the local community can continue
to move forward after the international community goes home.

The need for doubly multilateral legitimacy makes it even harder for
complex peacekeeping operations to achieve their goal of controlling polit-
ical developments abroad than it was for the imperialists of a century ago.
The empires of Great Britain, France, and the United States did not try to
make their subject colonial societies take ownership of the change they
instilled, because they had no intention of withdrawing their occupation
forces quickly. They made no effort to foster the widest possible political
participation inside their colonies. Instead they tended to select, based on
their own self-interests, a particular political group or class to receive most
of their attention and resources in each location. They often tried to make
that class more like themselves, for example through education, so that this
select group would come to believe that their own interests lay in the con-
tinuation of the empire. This was believed to reduce the cost of maintain-
ing the colonies. In the end, the imperial powers cooperated only with their
favorites in the colonies and left the less fortunate members of those soci-
eties to their own fates.

Today, in contrast, political participation by a wide variety of actors is
usually a measure that peacekeepers use to define the success of their

10 PEACE, OR CHANGE?



efforts at achieving local ownership of the peace process. Peace will only
be achieved, according to current wisdom, when a broad spectrum of soci-
etal groups—including people of differing ethnicities, for example—
accepts the idea that the political system they live under is just and fair.
Every group’s voice must have the chance to have an impact on policy, and
every group chased out of their homes by the violence of previous years
should be encouraged to return and participate in this new political system.
Peacekeeping is fundamentally about establishing justice for all in societies
that have been unjust.12 Some analysts argue that free political participa-
tion by the populace is the defining characteristic of true political sover-
eignty, and that intervening to reestablish such sovereignty justifies inter-
national military action.13 Once that end-state is achieved, the peacekeep-
ers can go home—which is what they most want to do.

The difficulty with making the pursuit of participation and equal justice
the basis for peacekeeping strategy is that most of the societies where mil-
itary peacekeepers are sent today have been torn apart by civil war, usually
with roots stretching back into long histories of ethnic or class conflict. In
some cases the states imposed on these areas are artificial constructs, not
representing true societal affiliation. These societies are by definition
deeply politically divided and threatened by internal violence and retribu-
tion. Letting all voices be heard can therefore lead to the reestablishment
of illiberal policies by democratic means—policies that the international
community vehemently opposes. Just because people are democratically
elected does not mean that their policies will be just or even-handed. Yet if
any voices are prevented from participating in the democratic process—
such as the voices of ethnic nationalists or intolerant religious sects who
claim they are only seeking the righting of past wrongs—accusations of
injustice and imperialism ring out. This aggravates the dilemma of control
by increasing the likelihood that liberal democratic ideals will be seen as
inconsistent with each other. In Bosnia, for example, to ensure that toler-
ance is practiced by Serbian and Croatian hardliners who would much
rather divide the country into separate ethnic states, the international com-
munity regularly ousts democratically elected officials and their appointees
from office. This pattern of ousting sends the message to the Bosnian pub-
lic that it is might, not voting, that makes right, even though the intention
of the international community is to promote liberal democratic values. All
of this further complicates the effort to coordinate the process of political
change.

When there are many voices both within and outside a country, all of
whom are trying to influence the direction of political reform during a
messy transition period, it is hard to maintain a cohesive vision for the
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future. This is true of any political transition, but the situation is made
more vexing because peacekeeping missions tend to be deployed in order
to contain situations that are believed to threaten international security in
areas of the world that have strategic value. In other words, they are sent
to places that outside countries care passionately about, because they
believe that their own interests depend on how the problems in those areas
are resolved. Many states want a voice in the process, because many states
have a stake in the outcome.

On the other hand, it is this very multilateralism that provides complex
peacekeeping operations with international legitimacy. It is what separates
them from colonial efforts. If a single country, acting on its own, decides
to use military force to change the political configuration of a foreign coun-
try for the sake of its own security or economic well-being, the imperialist
label will be attached to its actions and it must bear that burden. Everyone
has to take on faith the argument that the intervening state has good inten-
tions, because that state alone controls and oversees its policy choices.

By late 2003, U.S. soldiers (along with some closely allied forces) in post-
war Afghanistan and Iraq had been engaged for many months (in
Afghanistan, almost two years) in what amounted to complex peacekeep-
ing operations outside the multilateral UN framework. In October 2003
NATO finally sought and gained UN authorization to engage in peace-
keeping activities throughout Afghanistan, breaking out of the earlier man-
date that limited their activities to the capital city of Kabul; and the United
States finally sought and gained UN authorization (through Security Coun-
cil resolution 1511) to lead a multinational peacekeeping force in Iraq, in
the face of increasingly violent insurgency there and after a great deal of
stalling. But these were de facto continuations of similar missions that the
United States and its closest friends did without UN authorization earlier.
Military forces had already been directing political, social, and economic
developments on the ground with the goal of ensuring security and sta-
bility and creating more liberal and democratic societies out of the ashes
of authoritarian regimes—in other words, they had been doing peace-
keeping in all but the official title. These operations simply lacked the
stamp of multilateral legitimacy that had been given to what were other-
wise very similar operations in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor.

No one from the international community as a whole oversaw what the
Americans and their allies were doing on the ground. In that sense, com-
plex peacekeeping may have been coming full circle, as pundits began to
talk about a new American empire. As the United States soon learned, uni-
lateral (or small coalition) action may make operations simpler and easier
to control, but it also makes maintaining political legitimacy more difficult.
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It became easy for domestic opponents of these new regimes to tar those in
power with the “imperialist lackey” label, and to gain support for their
violent opposition to them. It also became hard for other countries to jus-
tify giving much postwar reconstruction assistance to these countries,
when they were not permitted to control how their aid was used or to gain
economic benefit from their participation. As the United States learned in
Iraq, to ignore the call for multilateralism was to be stuck fighting a coun-
terinsurgency war, with its attendant costs in life and treasure. If the United
States had done a better job of creating a legitimate peacekeeping opera-
tion earlier on in Iraq, with more attention paid to the core tasks of secu-
rity building, perhaps the ugliness that Iraq has become could have been
avoided.

Failures at the Turn of the 21st Century

This intertwined set of problems—the desire by the international commu-
nity to avoid being tarred with the imperial label while attempting to exert
what amounts to political control over foreign societies; and the need to
encourage multilateral participation to achieve legitimacy while avoiding
inconsistency—sets the context for this book. Complex military peace-
keeping operations in the 1990s became entangled in a terrible practical
and moral dilemma: liberal democratic change cannot be forced on foreign
societies using liberal democratic means.

Nowhere have the liberal democratic military peacekeeping operations
of the 1990s created liberal democratic societies. They did not even create
much forward momentum in that direction, in any of the countries where
they were deployed. The cases will be discussed in more detail in later
chapters, but a brief review of their results so far is warranted here.

In Haiti in 1994, the international community employed a series of
halfway measures and found itself back at square one after years of inter-
vention that accomplished little. After going into the country with great
fanfare in 1994, peacekeepers finally withdrew again in 1999. When left
to its own devices, without continuing international oversight, Haiti fol-
lowed its well-worn historical path of political violence and class warfare,
this time around with new players at the helm. Ten years after the military
coup of 1991, not much of significance in Haiti had ultimately changed,
despite years of international intervention to promote change. In 2004, the
U.S. led a multinational peacekeeping operation under UN authority back
into Port au Prince again, hoping that this time around it might have more
lasting impact.
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In the Balkans, in contrast, the international community went in with
great political will and became a semi-permanent occupation force. Stabil-
ity in both Bosnia and Kosovo endures to this day, but does so only because
of the continuing presence of foreign military troops, years after the real
war-fighting has stopped. International oversight is the only thing that
keeps these areas on anything close to a liberal, multiethnic path of devel-
opment. If foreign troops withdrew, both Bosnia and Kosovo would
almost certainly reorganize themselves into ethnically divided territories
that practiced illiberal policies toward minority groups.

Finally, the United Nations claims East Timor as a success story. The
country attained independence from Indonesia, declaring its sovereign
statehood in 2001, and no longer fears out-and-out warfare. Yet the con-
tinuing abject poverty of the country, and the violent rioting directed
against foreigners in the capital city of Dili in December 2002, belies the
notion that intervention created long-term liberal democratic stability. For-
eign assistance is still desperately needed, yet the foreign presence is
resented by those who lost the battle against independence, as well as by
those whose hopes of a better future were raised only to be dashed when
the country fell back into a sea of indifference.

In each one of these cases, peacekeeping fatigue eventually set in among
the intervening forces. The states leading the operations wished to reduce
their forces and save their resources for new problems that arose and
appeared more central to their interests with time. The international com-
munity did succeed in ending the civil wars being fought on these territo-
ries (although in the case of Haiti that success proved fleeting); but occu-
pation did not lead these countries toward a trajectory of liberal demo-
cratic development. The idea that peacekeeping operations could
accomplish such a thing in torn societies appears to have been a failed
experiment.

The administration of U.S. President George W. Bush, and especially the
coterie of officials that have been labeled the new empire builders (led by
Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Douglas Feith, Under-
Secretary of Defense for Policy),14 seemed to ignore this lesson of the
1990s. For many years U.S. defense officials in operations ranging from
Haiti to Afghanistan had been eager to avoid the “colonial occupier”
label.15 They sometimes adopted inconsistent policies as a result, since
their fear of being called imperialists encouraged them to shy away from
commitments that could have cemented political change in areas of the
world where U.S. security was at stake. By 2003 that fear evaporated, as
many in Washington seemed almost to relish the idea of foregoing multi-
lateralism and creating a new American liberal democratic empire. U.S.

14 PEACE, OR CHANGE?



officials seemed to believe that a postwar occupation in Iraq—this time
without much of a multilateral component—could achieve liberal democ-
racy through regime change. Looking back to the post–World War II occu-
pation of Germany and Japan, and ignoring the difficulties the United
States was already facing in Afghanistan, the administration adopted an
optimistic best-case scenario for Iraq’s future. It did so even though the
population of Iraq was torn by internal ethnic conflicts, steeped in a desire
for revenge against the Baath party supporters who had ruled so cruelly for
so long, threatened by an upsurge of Islamic militancy among Shiites who
were persecuted by the old minority Sunni regime, and surrounded by
states with both the desire and the resources to interfere in Iraqi politics in
a decidedly anti-liberal direction. Postwar Iraq was destined to end up
looking a lot like other peace-kept societies had looked for the previous
decade: unstable, violent, and with a population in need of protection by
the international community.

The goal of the United States (and of the partners who eventually joined
it in the occupation of postwar Iraq) turned out to be the same as the goal
of complex peacekeeping missions has been: to win the voluntary support
of the local population for outside military occupation that is designed to
encourage political change. The aim, once again, was to cajole the society
to move in a liberal democratic direction that it would not choose to take
on its own. When the United States originally tried to do this without gain-
ing multilateral legitimacy for its actions, the regime it put in place faced
increasingly difficult domestic political challenges from those who labeled
its supporters colonial puppets. It will be instructive in coming years to see
if putting a UN patina on the occupation force truly changed that situa-
tion. The occupation will certainly create new winners and losers, and the
losers will not give up quietly. And if real multilateral participation in the
rule of postwar Iraq eventually occurs, then unless the lessons of the 1990s
are learned, this occupation will face exactly the same dilemmas as those
complex peacekeeping operations did. It will be plagued by inconsistency
and mixed messages that leave the population perplexed, and far from the
liberal democratic trajectory that was Washington’s original hope when it
went in to topple Saddam Hussein.

Plan of the Book

This book takes a deeper look at the comparison between peacekeeping
and colonialism, focusing on the key concept that links the two: attempts
by outsiders to control foreign societies. Similar political impulses have
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triggered and then undermined both types of foreign intervention. Power-
ful states have been the vital players in both eras, and the mistakes they
made when they tried to control their colonies have been mirrored in later
years (albeit in a better-intentioned, less violent, and more multilaterally
sanctioned fashion) in their attempts to shape the future of societies torn
by conflict or plagued by tyranny.

As noted above, this book focuses on one particular type of peacekeep-
ing mission—the complex UN-authorized military operations that began
to appear in the 1990s in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor, and that
emerged in Afghanistan and Iraq as time went on—and on one type of
colonial imperialism—the kind practiced by the liberal states of Great
Britain, France, and the United States at the turn of the twentieth century.
These particular forms of peacekeeping and colonialism were chosen for
comparison because they have important characteristics in common. As
both Boot and Ignatieff have noted, the military tasks required of today’s
peacekeepers in many ways resemble the tasks taken on by the military
forces of the imperial era. In fact some of the techniques used by peace-
keeping forces today have their doctrinal roots in that earlier time in his-
tory. There is an even more notable similarity in the key political goals
lying behind the two kinds of operations, despite their many differences.
Both types of operation have sought to institutionalize political change in
societies where change would not happen without outside intervention,
and both have required the use of force to achieve their goals.

Both types of operation have also been motivated at least in part by
humanitarianism. My choice to study the liberal empires of a century ago
is quite intentional. Unlike the colonialism practiced by the brutal King
Leopold II of Belgium, for example, the colonialism practiced by London,
Washington, and Paris was not simply about grabbing land or exploiting
resources or exerting control over subject populations (although it cer-
tainly was about all of these things, as well). It was an attempt to remake
other societies in the imperialists’ own image, and to bring to them what
were seen to be the benefits of western civilization. Colonialism as prac-
ticed by liberal states at the turn of the twentieth century, like many com-
plex peacekeeping missions today, was designed to move foreign societies
in the direction of adopting European and American political and eco-
nomic values and institutions.16 This fact sets both kinds of operations
apart from the kinds of wars and invasions more typically associated with
the use of force, where the goal is simple conquest or victory rather than
institutional restructuring.

This book is not intended as a comprehensive history of either turn-of-
the-twentieth-century colonialism or of the complex peacekeeping opera-
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tions of recent times. Plenty of good histories of those events already exist.
Instead it is designed as an analytic exercise, to evaluate the usefulness of
attempts by outsiders to control political developments in foreign societies
with the use of what amounts to military occupation. Both the imperialism
practiced by liberal states a century ago and complex peacekeeping opera-
tions have been motivated by a desire to restructure weak and impover-
ished societies for the sake of security in the developed world. It would be
a mistake for today’s peacekeepers to ignore the lessons of history out of
squeamishness about the imperial label. Now that some U.S. leaders seem
to have contemplated the establishment of a new liberal democratic empire
of their own, the lessons of both the imperial past and recent peacekeeping
history have particular relevance, and one can only hope that American
policymakers take heed. Empire and peacekeeping have become inter-
twined as never before.

Three particular findings stand out from the comparison. First, power-
ful states in both eras have lacked the political will that would be necessary
to truly gain control over political developments in foreign societies. Even
when apparently strong security motives have underpinned these opera-
tions, they have been plagued by inattention from their capitals, resulting
in inconsistent actions and ultimately ineffective policies. We should not
expect coherence in the goals or methods employed by liberal democratic
states; instead, those states should limit the objectives they seek in order to
avoid sending the mixed messages that undermine their efforts. Second,
and closely related to the first, military organizations then as now are one
of the factors contributing to the lack of clear direction we find on the
ground. Their natural tendency to reward their members for seeking bat-
tlefield glory, combined with the likelihood of either too little or too much
oversight from civilian leaders back home, complicates the process of
keeping the peace. Yet third, the imperial era makes clear that when prop-
erly directed to do so, disciplined soldiers can do a good job of providing
public order—something that today’s political leaders should be empha-
sizing as the size of peacekeeping tasks in the world outstrips civilian
resources. The tasks performed by imperial soldiers in many ways match
what is being asked of today’s peacekeepers, and we should therefore not
pretend that peacekeeping tasks are unprecedented or out of the realm of
military competence. When these three findings are combined, it means
that peacekeepers should try to limit their goals but expand their expecta-
tions of what military forces can reasonably do. Rather than trying to
transform foreign societies, peacekeepers should be directed toward pro-
viding security and preventing anarchy in unstable regions of the world.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of how complex peacekeeping operations
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evolved in the 1990s. This chapter demonstrates that complex peacekeep-
ing today, unlike the UN operations of the past, is centered on the idea of
trying to control foreign societies. The goals of the international commu-
nity underwent a transformation in this period, from the traditional
peacekeeping operation’s purpose of merely stopping war, to the more
intrusive aim of shaping the political development of previously war-torn
societies. Liberal democratic societies were thought to be less likely to go
to war again in the future, and therefore political transformation came to
be seen as the ultimate goal of humanitarian intervention. This is where the
dilemmas of control, as well as the resemblance to colonial operations of
the past, began to arise.

Chapter 3 explores the motives underlying the colonialism practiced by
the liberal great powers a century ago, and juxtaposes them against those
impelling the complex peacekeeping operations of the 1990s and today.
This chapter demonstrates that despite all of their differences, both types
of operation were pursued for a similar combination of reasons that strad-
dled national security interests and humanitarianism. The balance between
the two sets of motives in the two eras differed; humanitarianism was more
of an afterthought in the colonial period than it is today. Yet the prospect
of controlling foreign political developments in both eras served the secu-
rity interests of the intervening states, even as it furthered their humanitar-
ian purposes as they were defined at the time. It is thus worth considering
the difficulties that the colonial powers faced in getting their goals met. In
both eras, the international community was divided between the advanced
states on the one hand, who had long ago succeeded in creating liberal
democratic political institutions for themselves and felt justified in sharing
their wisdom in these matters with others, and subject territories on the
other, who needed the helping hand of outsiders to move forward into a
better future.

Chapter 4 details an additional surprising political similarity between
the imperial and complex peacekeeping eras: the absence of sufficient
political will on the part of the intervening states, both empires and peace-
keepers, to ensure that what their capitals intended was actually possible
given the resource constraints they faced. Then as now, attempts to control
foreign territory for the sake of external security became mired in inade-
quate political will to maintain consistent policies and excessive concerns
about cost. Within this basic framework of similarity, the two eras were
indeed different in important ways. The colonial era witnessed the arbi-
trary decisions and atrocities of colonial governors who were out of the
control of their capitals and publics back home. The peacekeeping era
instead witnessed the deployment of security forces who were discouraged
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for political reasons from doing enough to actually maintain security. Yet
the ultimate consequences in the two eras were similar nonetheless, in that
the intervening states, a century apart, kept their attention and interest
focused elsewhere, and their ability to direct change in foreign societies suf-
fered as a result.

Chapter 5 uses the cases of NATO operations in Bosnia and Kosovo to
examine the military tasks performed on complex peacekeeping opera-
tions. On the one hand, what is being asked of peacekeepers today is quite
similar to the actions performed (often successfully) by imperial soldiers a
century ago. On the other hand, the need for multilateral coordination of
military activities today makes them much harder to plan well and perform
right. Multilateralism is the one thing that removes any hint of individual
state gain from what might otherwise appear to be a colonial effort—an
element that was missing in earlier times, and was again missing in U.S.
policy toward Iraq throughout most of 2003. Yet the need for multilateral
cooperation is what often most undermines the effectiveness of such inter-
vention in today’s world, as multiple actors pursue differing agendas
within the rubric of liberal democratic development. This is true even in
the NATO alliance, whose members are presumed to share an underlying
political and security vision. The chapter concludes by comparing NATO
peacekeeping cases in the Balkans to the Australian-led intervention in East
Timor in 1999, where multilateral, UN-authorized participation in the
mission was managed by a single lead state, with a greater degree of suc-
cess than what was seen in the Balkans. Australian actions taken then can
serve as a model for future peacekeeping operations now—something of
particular relevance as this book was going to press, as the United States
began to lead UN authorized multilateral operation in both Iraq and Haiti.

In the final chapter I turn to the question of what a potential solution to
these twin dilemmas of control and multilateralism might look like. What
this chapter proposes in places such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Haiti, where
international control is necessary to prevent anarchy from overwhelming
the security interests of liberal democratic states, is a new form of peace-
keeping. Unlike traditional peacekeeping, it recognizes the need for robust
military force to be used flexibly by interested state actors. Unlike the com-
plex peacekeeping of the 1990s, however, it recognizes that attempting to
control a country’s political society through the use of outside intervention
is usually both inefficient and unworkable. This new model, which I call
“security-keeping,” limits intervention by states after a war or humanitar-
ian crisis to the more traditional peacekeeping goals of ending the fighting
and restoring basic security, rather than attempting the kind of political
and economic control that was tried in Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor.
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At the same time it encourages outside states to employ military forces flex-
ibly and over the long term, so that new governments have the opportu-
nity to truly gain a foothold in controlling their own territory before the
international community withdraws. It requires reconfiguring the reward
systems inside military organizations—especially in the United States,
which because of its immense relative wealth and power will be called on
to play a leading role in most of these operations—to recognize that peace-
keeping is a necessary component of the national interest in an era where
anarchy abroad is a major threat to the stability of liberal democratic
states. This chapter draws out the lessons from the stories told in previous
chapters, and presents a set of policy recommendations for those who
would attempt to intervene in order to keep the peace abroad today.
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TWO
PEACEKEEPI NG AN D CONTROL

Vitina, Kosovo, April 2002

The American platoon, wearing Kevlar helmets and bulky flak jackets over
their camouflage gear, left their humvees and moved out on a foot patrol.
These patrols happened several times a day in Vitina, now a relatively
peaceful town in the American-led military peacekeeping sector of
Kosovo. Soldiers armed with large automatic weapons walked at the edges
of the main patrol, scanning the surroundings for trouble.

Today was Wednesday, market day. Hundreds of townspeople milled
around the soldiers, seemingly without fear. Most of the people were on
foot, but some drove trucks or tractors. One tractor pulled an open trailer,
on which was perched a calf. Brightly colored stalls sold everything from
live, trussed-up chickens to newly made wooden cabinets, and fruit and
vegetable sellers lined the streets. Albanian music blared from stalls sell-
ing CDs. Small boys slapped high-fives with the soldiers, and groups of
teenage girls giggled as they threaded their way, hand in hand, past the
troops. Through their local interpreters, the American soldiers chatted
occasionally with passers-by, looking in particular for information about
either smuggling or ethnic disturbances in town. One man tried to inter-
est the soldiers in some rolled-up posters of local scenery he was selling,
but the soldiers were forbidden by U.S. military regulations from buying
anything off base.This kept a certain distance between the troops and the
populace. Later there would be random vehicle inspection points set

(continued)
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Vitina, Kosovo, April 2002 (continued)

up, checking for guns, drugs, or illegally shipped cigarettes that circum-
vented the taxes the internationally led administration of Kosovo imposed
on imports.

Before the war in Kosovo, Vitina had had a troubled history. Over the
years its population had shifted back and forth between being dominated
by ethnic Albanians and Serbs, depending on how political developments
favored one group over the other. Now, according to the American forces,
it was 91 percent Albanian, and the remaining Serbs were mostly elderly
people who were there either because they lacked the money to move
back to Serbia proper, or because they wanted to die at home.The rest had
fled in fear of revenge attacks from the ethnic Albanians, following NATO’s
victory over Slobodan Milosevic in June 1999. The Americans had tried to
encourage ethnic Serb merchants to come into town on market days to
sell their goods, but so far with little success.Those on the ethnic Serb side
of the river that cut through town didn’t mingle much with the Albanians
thronging the market.

At the end of their patrol the soldiers crossed the bridge to the town’s
Serbian Orthodox church. One wall of gold-embossed icons inside the
church dated from the Middle Ages. Guard towers built by the Americans
loomed over both entrances to the walled church compound, which also
included the residence of a key religious leader, and coils of concertina
wire surrounded the rest.The church was guarded 24 hours a day by Amer-
ican soldiers dressed in “full battle rattle,” automatic weapons at the
ready. The commanders of the American sector would like to remove the
guards and use their scarce resources elsewhere, but there is no one else
to do the job. The local (primarily ethnic Albanian) police say they will
investigate if anyone harms the church, but insist that guarding religious
buildings is not their responsibility. Awhile back in the nearby town of
Podgorce, the Americans had tried removing a similar set of church guard
posts after months of seeming peace. Within hours of the American with-
drawal, the Podgorce Serbian church had burned to the ground. It is gen-
erally believed that if the Americans were to leave Vitina, the Serb popula-
tion here would have to leave as well.

Two members of the foot patrol relieved the guards at the Vitina
church, and the platoon returned to its humvees for the ride back to base.
It was another ordinary day in Kosovo, where ethnic harmony was absent
but ethnic peace was preserved by foreign troops. Experts agreed: there
was no reasonable prospect that international military forces could leave
the territory anytime soon.



As the Vitina example makes clear, international peacekeeping operations
have changed drastically in recent years. While some more traditional UN
missions are still in place (as in Cyprus), and a few new ones in the old style
(as in Ethiopia and Eritrea) have been created, the trend has moved toward
operations that blur the distinctions between peacekeeping, postwar soci-
etal reconstruction, and forceful intervention. These new operations
intrude much more deeply into the domestic political institutions of the
societies where they are based, and the use of military force (especially to
achieve deterrence, protection, and law enforcement) is intimately con-
nected with their attempts to create political change in foreign societies. If
liberal, tolerant political cultures refuse to emerge on their own, then for-
eign troops will attempt to facilitate them.

Military personnel on peacekeeping missions have taken on the roles of
police officers and humanitarian aid decisionmakers in the service of their
governments. The governments that send the troops are often the same
ones who help direct the path that political developments take in the soci-
eties where military operations are deployed. The overall goal of the inter-
national community in these cases, led by the states of North America,
Western Europe, and Oceania, has been to build liberal democratic politi-
cal institutions and to foster tolerant and cooperative social orders in soci-
eties where these things would not occur naturally on their own.

These goals are decent and progressive. They speak to the desire of good
Samaritans throughout the world to stand up for the rights and dignity of
the dispossessed and unfortunate. Yet they raise a set of ethical and practi-
cal dilemmas. The international community believes itself to be acting on
behalf of popular self-determination, in areas of the world where brutal
autocracies have silenced democratic expression and have arbitrarily picked
political winners and losers. But what should be done when unbridled pop-
ular self-determination would lead to an illiberal and intolerant outcome in
a foreign country? As Fareed Zakaria has pointed out, democratic states are
not necessarily liberal, and attempts to foster democracy may result in poli-
cies that the liberal international community finds distasteful.1 In the exam-
ple outlined above, independent democratic governance in Kosovo—where
many of the dominant ethnic Albanians retained their distrust and hatred
of the ethnic Serbs whom they saw as their former persecutors—would
likely have led to the expulsion or marginalization of Serbs as a group. This
is something that the international community does not want to tolerate,
and that is why American troops have been guarding Serbian churches.

A further dilemma arises because the international community is using
military force to try to ensure that a favored set of democratic liberal
institutions becomes accepted in the country in question. In Kosovo, for
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example, a majority of both the ethnic Albanian and ethnic Serb popula-
tions would probably have favored partition of their territory along ethnic
lines, since that would give each of them a sense of security and control over
their destiny. But the international community did not want to allow that
to happen because ethnic separation would undermine the message of tol-
erance it wanted to send. There was concern that if ethnic separatism were
to be tolerated here, it would encourage nationalists in other states to
undertake similar ethnic cleansing campaigns without fear of international
reprisal. Yet what message has the peacekeeping regime sent the population
of Kosovo about how politics really operates? If foreign troops are used to
impose institutions against the will of a domestic majority, it is still might
that determines right inside that society. The only question then remaining
is whether the good guys or the bad guys are the stronger element. If liberal
democratic outcomes are imposed by outsiders rather than truly freely cho-
sen, what will happen when the foreign military forces leave? Finally, if the
answer is that those forces can’t leave until years or perhaps generations
pass and the societal culture changes to accept the validity of the new insti-
tutions, how do the powerful states of the world deal with the resulting
practical problems of overextension and limited resources that they face, so
that halfway, temporary measures don’t become the politically expedient
alternative?

This chapter describes how these dilemmas arose in the peacekeeping
operations of the 1990s. Members of the international community, espe-
cially the wealthy liberal western democracies who have typically led com-
plex peacekeeping operations, have a tendency to seesaw back and forth on
these questions, either doing so much for a society that their presence is
resented as an intrusion, or doing so little that their presence is resented for
its half-heartedness. The world casts about for the correct combination of
trying to force change on recalcitrant societies, while trying to encourage
those societies to “own” the process of change themselves. The question that
keeps on returning is how much control outsiders can and should try to exert
over societies where western enlightenment values—of individualism, toler-
ance, and appreciation for the marketplace of both goods and ideas—are
absent. At what point does the effort to exert control become self-defeating,
and even counterproductive to the international community’s goals?

The Evolution of Peacekeeping Operations

The idea that peacekeeping forces can help influence political trajectories
in the societies where they are deployed is a new one. Peacekeeping didn’t
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used to be so complex, costly, or dangerous; it didn’t used to try to do so
much. When “peacekeeping” as a concept was first invented in response to
the Suez canal crisis of 19562 (the concept does not appear in the UN Char-
ter), the international military forces deployed on such operations were
used for a very different purpose from today. Their main mission then was
simply to bolster the confidence of each side involved in a ceasefire that the
fighting had truly stopped. Traditional peacekeeping forces monitored
each side’s military activity and reported what they observed. They often
provided a buffer against a resumption of fighting, by deploying in border
regions so that they would serve as likely victims of any renewed military
attacks. This was thought to deter both sides from resuming the battle, as
the international community would supposedly be outraged if peacekeep-
ers were killed—although it is questionable whether that proved true, since
UN facilities in Lebanon, for example, have repeatedly come under attack.
Sometimes traditional peacekeepers also collected the weapons of forces
who were voluntarily disarming, and oversaw exchanges of prisoners of
war.

International military personnel then went in with the full agreement of
all the parties to the conflict. Indeed, they were usually asked in by the par-
ties themselves, who believed that the impartiality of the multinational
troops made them trustworthy observers of the situation. They served
under United Nations command. The UN Secretary General would
appoint the head of each military operation, usually choosing an officer
from a neutral country located far from the region where fighting had
occurred. Battalions of soldiers were provided to these missions by a wide
variety of neutral countries. These countries had varying motives for doing
this, but were not particularly interested in the outcome of the conflicts at
hand. Some so-called “middle powers” in the international system believed
that contributing troops to UN operations would bring them greater
respect and authority in international institutions, allowing them to exer-
cise more voice in international security issues than they would otherwise
be able to do.3 Canada and India are examples of countries that frequently
participated in UN peacekeeping operations for this apparent reason.
Other very poor countries seemed simply to value the money the UN sent
them, up to $1,000 per soldier per month,4 which more than covered their
costs and provided a boost to their defense ministry budgets. During the
cold war, the great powers almost never donated troops to UN operations,
in large part because to do so would appear to violate the impartiality that
the UN was supposed to maintain in every operation. At that time, the
Soviets and Americans took sides in virtually every conflict anywhere in the
world.
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The goals of the peacekeepers in previous times were not complicated,
and their work was often dull. General Lewis Mackenzie noted that the
major problem Canadian officers faced in that first peacekeeping mission
in the Gaza strip in 1963 was that their soldiers drank too much because
they didn’t have enough work to do.5 A few years later in Cyprus, he
recalled that the soldiers sometimes did have shots fired at them from the
formerly warring sides, but said that the shots appeared to be designed to
miss.6 Another retired Canadian officer who served in the Cyprus mission
jokingly called it “Club Med, in comparison to what these guys do today,”
since he remembers spending most of his time there at the beach.7 Tradi-
tional peacekeepers used their military training to carry out traditional mil-
itary activities in ways that provided reassurance after ceasefires had been
attained. They did not get involved in trying to create political change.
(The one exception was the controversial ONUC mission to Congo in the
early 1960s, which was transformed mid-mission into an attempt to put
down regional rebel resistance against the authorities in the capital.8)

Traditional peacekeepers were not assigned to help international aid
agencies decide which villages were deserving of assistance, and which
were recalcitrant and hence undeserving of help. Nor were they there to
control ethnically motivated rioting and mob violence in the absence of
honest local police. They did not attempt to oversee the humane treatment
of displaced people returning home after a war, to ensure the equitable
handling of the concerns of ethnic minorities, or to stop the smuggling of
guns and drugs across porous borders. (All of these things are tasks that
peacekeepers do perform today.) They were not there, in other words, to
control political events on a piece of occupied territory. In fact traditional
peacekeeping operations were usually set up in empty strips of land where
no civilians were likely to be present. As Erwin A. Schmidl notes, they were
most successful when they operated in the desert.9

The peacekeeping operations which began to emerge in the early 1990s
look quite different from this. Many scholars and policy analysts have
written detailed histories of these developments, and it is not necessary to
repeat those histories here.10 The striking change was that the United
Nations became willing to get involved in civil conflicts, not just wars
between sovereign states, in areas of the world ranging from Cambodia to
Somalia and Bosnia to Haiti, where the underlying level of intractable vio-
lence and political uncertainty was extraordinarily high. The notion of
monitoring simple ceasefires became meaningless in conflicts where the
warring parties were not sovereign states but informal rebel groups with
factional splits. There was often no way to determine definitively which
party had ordered a ceasefire to be broken. The motive for war was often
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no longer simply to change geographical boundaries but to divide political
spoils inside societies; and the conflict was over who would control the
wealth and who had the power to allocate it.

This meant, in the eyes of the international community, that peace
would now come only through change in domestic political institutions,
especially electoral and legal and judicial systems. The international com-
munity hoped that if all members of a conflict-ridden society could achieve
adequate political representation and the opportunity for economic
advancement, then peaceful competition would replace war as the primary
means for conflict resolution. Perhaps the best statement of the interna-
tional community’s sentiments on these matters is contained in the August
2000 “Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations,” con-
vened by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and led by Lakhdar Brahimi.
Peace operations are thought to encompass the activities of peacemaking,
peacekeeping, and peace-building, and the latter category is said to include
“reintegrating former combatants into civilian society, strengthening the
rule of law . . . , improving respect for human rights . . . ; providing tech-
nical assistance for democratic development, and promoting conflict reso-
lution and reconciliation techniques,” among other things.11 The interna-
tional community wanted political change to last in war-torn societies that
had earlier been subject to the whims of corrupt and sadistic leaders, which
meant that the United Nations had to change its traditional approach to
peacekeeping. The goal was no longer just to stop the fighting, but also to
fix the political and societal conditions that had made war seem attractive
to those who waged it.

At first the international community struggled to address these new,
complex humanitarian crises with minor modifications of traditional peace-
keeping tools. These attempts largely failed. Throughout the early 1990s,
the United Nations learned again and again that halfway measures were
futile. Yet repeatedly, the international community raised high hopes for
lasting peace while deploying inadequate resources, with insufficient polit-
ical will to see the process through to its conclusion. Members of the inter-
national community, especially the wealthy western states who had suffi-
cient resources to assume the lead, were reluctant to take on the burden of
imposing change on foreign societies. As a result, change did not occur.

The Failures of the Early 1990s

The decade of complex peacekeeping operations began with a partial suc-
cess, as what was originally designed to be a more traditional operation—
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the UNTAC mission deployed under UN command to Cambodia between
1992 and 1993—was able to adapt on the ground to some of the complex
circumstances it faced. Following the achievement of a ceasefire between
forces fighting a long civil war, the primary goal of the mission was to
ensure security in the country so that presidential elections could go safely
forward. As would become standard in other missions as time went on, the
UNTAC operation was plagued by inadequate resources, especially too
few civilian police personnel, and by the inherent difficulties the UN
always faces in coordinating troop activities among the different states
who donate forces.

The military component of the UNTAC mission was unable to achieve
its original mandates of disarming the various factions that had fought
Cambodia’s bloody civil war, and of establishing a neutral political envi-
ronment throughout the country in the months leading up to democratic
elections. The idea that lightly armed troops under traditional impartial
rules of operation could do this was an illusion. Yet UN military troops did
succeed in adapting to a different set of needs that they discovered on the
ground after they arrived. The police protection that had been envisioned
for international poll workers and voters turned out to be inadequate, so
military troops, led by their Australian commander Lt. General John
Sanderson, stepped in to provide security instead, even though that tech-
nically exceeded their mandate. They also succeeded in establishing a suc-
cessful mine-clearing operation, and educated local Cambodians to take
over the process themselves. Sanderson in particular is further credited
with convincing the brutal Khmer Rouge faction in Cambodia to cooper-
ate with the international community to a surprising degree,12 despite its
unwillingness to forswear violence. Military officers, in other words,
turned out to be good diplomatic negotiators.

Political order was never completely established in the country, and
Cambodian civilians never gained a satisfactory level of personal secu-
rity.13 Retribution killings and other forms of political violence remained
common. Nonetheless, civilian UN officials also claimed some significant
successes in the operation. They reworked Cambodia’s governmental insti-
tutions to make them more compatible with democratic rule. Elections
were successfully held, and a new regime was voted in.

Ultimately, however, intervention by the international community failed
to accomplish the goal of achieving lasting political change in Cambodia.
Political violence continued long after the UNTAC mission went home,
and a 1997 military coup heralded the return of autocratic rule in the
country.14 In the absence of continuing oversight by the international com-
munity, liberal democratic change did not endure. No one from the outside
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world had a sufficient stake in the outcome, or was willing to provide suf-
ficient resources, to maintain the trajectory that the 1993 elections set. The
international community began to understand that the old model of peace-
keeping, based on the impartiality of the players rather than any strong
state interest in the outcome of the crisis, needed rethinking.

The mixed outcome of the Cambodia operation was followed by the
first dramatic failure of the new era, as the international community
attempted to grapple with the difficult new circumstances of peacekeeping.
This failure occurred in a series of missions to the east African state of
Somalia, during the period 1992–1995. The original goal of the first
UN–commanded peacekeeping mission there had been simply to feed the
starving population, in a country where warlords intercepted all the emer-
gency relief that crossed the border in order to resell it on the black mar-
ket. With time it became clear that a stronger military presence in Somalia
was required to protect humanitarian aid workers; the old model of impar-
tial troop deployments was inadequate for these new circumstances. The
strongest Somali warlord, Mohammed Aideed, was a particular thorn in
the UN’s side as he continued to attack aid convoys even after the UN-
commanded troops arrived.

A new and separate U.S.-commanded mission was deployed under UN
Security Council authorization to try to deal with this problem, but failed
to establish sufficient coordination with the ongoing UN-commanded mis-
sion on the ground. At times the political purposes of the two missions
seemed at odds with each other. U.S. leaders who saw the UN bureaucracy
as inefficient and even corrupt wanted to avoid being tainted by their con-
tribution to the operation. In the words of U.S. Army colonel Kenneth
Allard, “What aggravated this situation . . . was a perception problem of
avoiding even the appearance of having our forces under UN com-
mand.”15 The Pentagon, supported by key Republican congressional lead-
ers, wanted to maintain American control over U.S. troops, and seemingly
did not recognize the difficulties that complete independence created in the
midst of an ongoing and overlapping UN operation.

One particular sore point was the question of how Aideed should be
treated, and whether he should be punished for his actions. Some members
of the UN-commanded mission wished to maintain the traditional peace-
keeper’s neutrality toward all the players in the civil conflict. This was rein-
forced by the fact that Aideed had been a diplomatic player in years past,
serving for awhile as Somalia’s ambassador to India, and had friends
among those states who were big donors to UN operations. India indeed
had a large number of peacekeeping troops in Somalia. The U.S. forces, on
the other hand, were specifically tasked by the UN Security Council to go
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after Aideed, in an attempt to capture him or at least curtail his ability to
operate freely. When the poor coordination of missions led by two differ-
ent authorities was combined with a muddled understanding of the inter-
national community’s ultimate political purposes in the country, the results
were tragic.

The tragedy is chronicled in the popular movie Black Hawk Down,
drawn from the book of the same title written by Mark Bowden, who
interviewed dozens of both Americans and Somalis involved in the events
of October 1993. Eighteen American soldiers and more than 1,000 Soma-
lis were killed in a marketplace fire-fight in the capital of Mogadishu, after
U.S. forces attempted on their own to capture some of Aideed’s top men in
an area where Aideed was buoyed by large numbers of civilian supporters
with guns.16 Two of the dead U.S. soldiers’ bodies were dragged through
the streets by the warlord’s armed vehicles afterwards, and graphic footage
of these events was broadcast to the U.S. public by CNN and other media
sources. The perception arose, especially within the Pentagon and among
outspoken Republicans in the U.S. Senate, that American soldiers were
being killed far from home for no good reason. The United States military
gradually withdrew from the mission, and became reluctant to involve
itself in future humanitarian efforts where a clear-cut sense of national
interest was not at stake.

No other state stepped in to take the lead after the American with-
drawal. As a result, what had been some very successful efforts at refugee
relief and local institution-building in the earlier days of the Somali peace-
keeping mission were overturned as chaos returned to the country.17 With-
out a robust force deployment by a lead state with the will to remain, the
warlords managed to drive the UN away. A decade later, Somalia contin-
ued to be a leading example of a failed state, with no real central govern-
ment to provide for the protection and well-being of its citizens.18

Immediately on the heels of the Somalia debacle came the Rwandan
genocide.19 This time around, the UN Security Council did not even
attempt to grapple with the disconnect between the mandate and resources
of the traditional peacekeeping operation already on the ground in the
country, and the reality of the events that it faced. In spring 1994 more
than 800,000 people in the small central African state of Rwanda, mostly
innocent civilians who were ethnic Tutsis, were massacred by their fellow
citizens who were ethnic Hutus. The butchering of neighbors by neighbors
was fomented by extremist Hutus who had taken charge of the country’s
government, broadcast ethnic hate messages on the radio, and stockpiled
machetes to hand out to their frenzied supporters. These extremists saw
themselves as gaining retribution for the humiliations of an earlier era,
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when ethnic Tutsis had ruled the country and relegated them to the status
of an underclass.

A United Nations peacekeeping force of 2,000 troops was deployed in
Rwanda at the time, designed to act as a traditional separation and moni-
toring force between the Hutu-dominated government and an armed,
largely Tutsi rebel organization that had been fighting it. But the interna-
tional community did not take account of the Rwandan government’s
hatred of all ethnic Tutsis. Most Tutsis in the country did not support the
rebel force, and in contrast to the simultaneous war going on at that time
in the Balkans, the Rwandan civil war did not seem on the surface to be
about ethnicity. UN troops were authorized to act only as a traditional
buffer force between the government and rebels, and were prohibited from
taking any action to stop the violence among civilians. Their commander
was in fact repeatedly told to continue to work with the Rwandan gov-
ernment, since the UN was there with that government’s permission. The
traditional notion that peacekeepers were there with the consent of the
host state limited what those in Rwanda could do.

As signs of impending government-instigated mass violence began to
appear, the commander of this UN force, Canadian General Romeo Dal-
laire, made repeated requests to the United Nations to beef up his opera-
tion with more troops and a broader, stronger mandate. His requests were
denied. Neither the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations nor the
Security Council paid much attention to the warnings, even though we
now know that the international diplomatic community received adequate
intelligence about what was happening on the ground and should have
been aware that genocide was a real possibility. As a result of the interna-
tional community’s failure to act, Dallaire’s peacekeepers were forced to
watch helplessly as the genocide unfolded. Some Belgian troops on the UN
mission were themselves butchered in the massacre.

Dallaire testified afterward that if only he had been given 5,000 ade-
quately armed troops, along with the authorization to use force to seize
key points, patrol the streets, and disarm those who were threatening oth-
ers, the carnage could have been prevented. Many seasoned observers with
military and peacekeeping experience second Dallaire’s estimation. Even
those who disagree with his complete analysis believe that early action by
a robust peacekeeping force could have saved many thousands of lives.20

Instead the international community failed to deploy military personnel in
a way that would have changed the political situation in Rwanda, fearing
the danger both to their own personnel and to the UN’s reputation if
another peacekeeping disaster were to happen. Especially following the
earlier debacle in Somalia, the United States government was unwilling to
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become involved in what was seen as yet another doomed humanitarian
military mission in Africa. This reluctance to provide leadership to the rest
of the international community has been singled out by most observers as
the major cause of the UN’s failure to act.

The next year, to add to the carnage plaguing the world, the newly inde-
pendent Balkan country of Bosnia and Herzegovina witnessed the horrors
of yet another ethnic massacre, this one in the town of Srebrenica. A UN-
commanded peacekeeping mission, UNPROFOR, had been sent to the for-
mer Yugoslavia in 1992 after several of its republics were recognized as
independent countries. The hope was that UN involvement could dampen
what everyone recognized was a tinderbox of ethnic nationalist conflict.
Forces were deployed under a traditional peacekeeping mandate to try to
stop war in its tracks by acting as a buffer between the parties, but the
troops quickly learned that they were inadequately armed to deal with the
violence they found on the ground. They also learned that to remain
impartial toward the various warring sides didn’t make sense in the face of
the murderous ethnic cleansing, including death camps, massacres, and
mass rapes, that was sweeping the region.21 As time went on, UNPROFOR
operations were further hampered by the kind of coordination problems
that had plagued the mission in Somalia. This time, there were disagree-
ments and unclear lines of control between the UN-commanded forces on
the ground, and supporting strike aircraft from NATO, which had been
authorized by the UN Security Council to lend force to the UN mission
after the challenges of ethnic warfare became clear.

These factors together all played a role in the 1995 tragedy. The UN had
established a supposed “safe area” in the Bosnian town of Srebrenica,
where Bosnian Muslim civilian refugees would be protected from the
Bosnian Serb paramilitary groups who were trying to persecute them. But
lightly armed Dutch peacekeeping troops on the UN mission were unable
to stop the brutal murder of thousands of Muslims after Serbs overran the
town. (It turned out that some Muslim forces had illegally retained guns
inside the safe area. They were accused of using the town to stage strikes
against the Serbs, who felt justified in retaliating against them, even though
a later UN investigation found no evidence to support the claim.) Once
again there were political disagreements within the international commu-
nity about the importance of maintaining peacekeeper impartiality. Some
advocates of traditional peacekeeping operations feared that if peacekeep-
ers were perceived to be taking sides, they would then become targets of
the Bosnian Serb paramilitary soldiers. (This fear turned out to be correct;
some Canadian soldiers on the UN mission were taken hostage and used
as human shields by Bosnian Serb fighters, and some French troops on the
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UN mission were picked off by snipers.) These concerns prevented NATO
forces from intervening in Srebrenica in time to stop the massacre.22 Men
and boys were separated from the women and girls in the town, without
interference from the UN troops; approximately 7,000 males were sys-
tematically executed, with their bodies dumped in mass graves. It was this
final failure of the international community to stop suffering and murder,
while being forced to take sides in a brutal conflict anyway, that caused the
wealthy western states to push for change in how peacekeeping operations
would be undertaken in the future. Three tragedies, the last in Europe,
were finally enough to cause change.

Complex Military Peacekeeping as a Concept

Led by the West European and North American states in the United
Nations, the international community plunged into rethinking the purpose
and design of peacekeeping operations. Peacekeepers now encountered not
merely more violence among the fighting parties, but also a much greater
threat to their own safety and ability to operate. This meant that they
needed better armament and better coordination. The very presence of
peacekeepers changed the political balance inside countries, since even if
state parties to the conflicts accepted the international community’s
involvement at a technical level, these states did not always control the
proxy groups who were actually involved in the fighting (or at least they
found it convenient to pretend that they did not control them). Reassurance
about the durability of ceasefires and the recognition of geographical
boundaries was no longer sufficient to stop the fighting; wars were caught
up in the design of domestic political institutions. As peacekeepers encoun-
tered incidents of atrocities committed against civilians by the warring par-
ties, doubts grew about the wisdom of the old UN policy of absolute impar-
tiality. To protect civilian populations against harm required the interna-
tional community to take sides, and to declare that some of those engaged
in the war had perpetrated wrongful acts that required punishment.

All of these factors caused the states sending troops on these missions to
rethink their priorities. Operations had become very difficult, very expen-
sive, and very dangerous, in a way that traditional peacekeeping didn’t
used to be. Peacekeeping began to look much more like war-fighting than
it used to. After a brief period of euphoria following the end of the cold
war about the chances for peacekeeping to change the world—exemplified
by then-UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s calls for the United
Nations to put political divisions behind it and intervene in the face of
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virtually any threat to what he called “human security”23—what emerged
was a rather cynical (if realistic) sense in the international community that
everything hinged on “political will.”

Such will is something that powerful and wealthy states tend not to dis-
play very often in the service of altruism. The states that were the best pre-
pared to deal with complex military situations, and who could most afford
to pay for them, did not need to prove themselves in the international sys-
tem the way the middle powers did. Instead, state self-interest in the out-
come of a conflict became a primary motive for complex peacekeeping
intervention. Humanitarianism alone was no longer enough to warrant
large, expensive and dangerous missions.

When combined with the new kinds of conflict being faced, the need to
find peacekeepers with enduring political will also caused the international
community to rethink the wisdom of keeping operations under UN com-
mand. In the old system, military units were contributed from dozens of
countries who had usually never worked together before and lacked the
ability to communicate easily with each other. They found it hard to coor-
dinate their operations smoothly and to reach common understandings on
key elements of the rules of engagement. The UN commanders themselves
were often appointed at the last moment, just before deployment, and had
little in the way of intelligence background reports to use in planning their
operations. (With its stress on impartiality and its almost universal mem-
bership, the UN has not been able either to collect much intelligence on its
own, or receive intelligence from states who obtain it for their own security
purposes. The UN cannot be seen to be “spying,” and states who do spy
don’t want their information or methods to become known to their poten-
tial enemies.) What was needed in these complicated new circumstances
was instead well organized, trained and equipped troops who knew in
advance what they were going to face and who had the political will to stay
the course over the long term. Such troops tended not to come from neu-
tral nations without an interest in the conflict. Instead, they came from
powerful countries who had an incentive to see that peace was maintained.

When all of this was added together, it resulted in a new model of peace-
keeping operations—what I call complex military peacekeeping. This new
model has three basic components.

First, the goal was no longer simply to build confidence among formerly
warring parties that the conflict had ended. Instead it was to rebuild
domestic institutions from the ground up, to encourage societies to be both
politically and culturally more tolerant and inclusive. War was no longer
seen to be the result of miscalculation or misperception among states about
the other side’s intentions. Instead it resulted when deeply divided societies
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encountered political and economic transition crises, where some groups
were winners and others were losers, and resentment between the groups
ran high. To stop war from happening again in the future, it was thought,
the UN and other international organizations and NGOs had to become
extensively involved in designing constitutions and legal and judicial sys-
tems, planning and overseeing elections, encouraging the development of
political parties and free media, fostering refugee resettlement, economic
reconstruction, and educational development, all of which would be
directed toward building diverse and tolerant societies where everyone’s
basic needs were met. The international community intruded much more
deeply into domestic societies than it had in the past, influencing and even
directing the institutional development of countries where peacekeeping
operations took place.24

Second, the military forces sent on peacekeeping operations now had to
go in prepared for battle. In this new style of peacekeeping there is usually
resistance to the international community’s intervention. There are always
certain parties on the ground who hope to gain something from continu-
ing the war that the peacekeepers are trying to stop, or from undermining
the institutions that outsiders are trying to build. Stephen John Stedman
has called this the “spoiler problem,” where war-enamored parties try to
wait out or drive out the peacekeepers, and spoil the peace at a later time.25

The international community has therefore tried to convince potential
spoilers that the peacekeepers mean business. Large numbers of well-
armed and well-equipped peacekeeping troops must be deployed for
extended periods of time.

Soldiers now are required to be more heavily armed and better trained
than before for a wider variety of contingencies. They are sent in under
more robust mandates, approved by the UN Security Council, that have
allowed them to use force if necessary to protect themselves and the other
personnel involved in the broader UN and other international community
missions that they are supporting, such as those from the Organization of
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). Sometimes the mandates
have also allowed them to use force to protect the civilian populations they
encounter on the ground. Earlier peacekeeping missions had been created
under Chapter 6 of the UN Charter, which allows the Security Council to
“make recommendations to the parties with a view to a pacific settlement
of the dispute” (this was the legal justification originally cited for peace-
keeping, to make up for the fact that the concept is not in the Charter). Now
the need for robust forces meant that mandates were created under Chap-
ter 7 of the Charter instead, which allows the Security Council to “take
such action by air, sea, or land forces as may be necessary to maintain or
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restore international peace and security.”26 The use of force (including the
implied threat of its use to deter new outbreaks of conflict) became a con-
stituent component of peacekeeping missions as the 1990s wore on.

Third, because the risks and stakes of the operations were higher, they
were most successfully conducted when carried out under a unified com-
mand, by states who had a strong interest in seeing peace succeed. As a
result, the traditional style of UN command was replaced by the command
of single states or state alliances like NATO, whose own troops were
expertly trained and equipped to work together and who could lead so-
called “coalitions of the willing” into difficult circumstances. State action
was still authorized by the Security Council, and peacekeeping mission
leaders reported back to the Security Council regularly, but states made
their own decisions about how to proceed within the Security Council’s
mandate. They worked out their own rules of engagement, chose their own
deployment locations and strategies, and selected who would be sent
where to conduct which activities.

Together these things meant that the international community largely
gave up on the notion that the parties involved in war were capable of
determining their own futures. Peacekeepers were no longer there with the
true and full consent of all parties—often the technical consent of the states
involved was coerced under threat of military attack (as in Haiti in 1994
and Bosnia in 1995), or even after full-scale war (as in Kosovo in 1999)—
and they were now expected to use force when necessary to achieve their
goals. State sovereignty—the norm of mutual respect among states that
had earlier kept civil war within states mostly off the UN agenda—would
no longer be tolerated as a cover for armed brutality against innocent civil-
ians, according to UN Secretary General Kofi Annan.27 At least this was
true in wars where the Permanent Five members of the UN Security Coun-
cil were not direct participants. Those five members, who wielded the veto
in Security Council resolutions, were spared the intrusiveness that other
states faced. The key example here is the Russian war in its breakaway
republic of Chechnya, where massive human rights violations on both
sides have been well documented, but where the international community’s
access to the region has been tightly controlled and at times curtailed by
the authorities in Moscow.

Elsewhere in the world, the international community, and especially its
wealthy western members, declared that there was a preferred direction of
domestic institutional development in war-torn societies, one which
favored tolerance and liberal democratic values. Force would be used to
protect the right of the international community to stay on the ground and
oversee these transitions, against those who would use violence to threaten
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the presence of outsiders. And those who had a national interest in seeing
that the international community’s preferred outcome was reached would
take command, to provide more assurance that progress would be made.

Peacekeeping and Political Change

This combination of shifts in operational design, where societal change is
directed by outsiders through the use of force, has led analysts to conclude
that peacekeeping might bear some resemblance to colonialism. Obviously
the intentions of the international community are benign in these recent
cases; unlike the European and American empires of previous centuries,
these new operations are not designed to plunder subject societies. But the
level of control that outsiders attempt to maintain is very strong and very
paternalistic, and it is that relationship of paternalism that has bothered
some observers.

A new philosophical understanding of the rights and obligations of the
international community has justified this use of force in complex peace-
keeping operations since the middle of the 1990s. UN Secretary General
Kofi Annan calls this understanding “induced consent,”28 and Jarat
Chopra, an academic who served as a UN administrator in East Timor
during its transition to independence and democracy, believes that such
induced consent is a necessary component of what he calls “peace mainte-
nance.”29 The argument is as follows. When a society is led by corrupt and
sadistic tyrants—whether those tyrants are state leaders or warlords—who
practice violence and threaten international security, then the international
community has the right to use force to promote peace, justice, and polit-
ical change in that society even if the tyrants and their followers object.
Intervention is not just about stopping wars, but about ensuring that soci-
eties move in a direction that the international community favors. In other
words, it is about forcing societies to accept political change, even when
such acceptance means eradicating patterns of ethnic intolerance or polit-
ical violence that have been in place for generations.

Chopra bravely states that “Peace-maintenance is not some colonial
enterprise. . . . The purpose and behavior of peace-maintenance is the
opposite of colonialism.”30 Yet while Chopra’s meaning is clear—complex
peacekeeping is designed as a means to share the international commu-
nity’s wealth in both resources and experience, not as a means for one
country to steal wealth from a weaker group—his statement is not quite
right, and his insistence that the two concepts are opposites leaves an ana-
lytical gap. Indeed, as Michael W. Doyle points out, John Stuart Mill, one

PEACEKEEPI NG AN D CONTROL 37



of the classic nineteenth-century philosophers on the subject of state sov-
ereignty and liberalism, argued that benign colonialism by the “civilized”
countries in the “uncivilized” areas of the world was justified as a form of
humanitarian intervention.31 Colonialism and complex peacekeeping
share the requirement that outsiders use military force to create political
change inside a society that would not move in that direction on its own.
They also share, as Neta Crawford puts it, “the failure to treat the inter-
vened upon as if they were active agents” who were capable of determin-
ing their own futures without help from the outside world.32

It is arguable whether protection of human security has actually been
the motivating idea behind complex peacekeeping. While humanitarian-
ism has certainly been a fundamental goal of this intervention, there are
plenty of places in the world where human security has been threatened
and peacekeepers have not been deployed. What is clear, though, in the
complex peacekeeping operations that have been put in place in Bosnia,
Kosovo, and East Timor and that were emerging in Afghanistan and Iraq
by 2003 (and that were first undertaken in 1994 with some hesitation in
Haiti), is that the international community has acted in the belief that with-
out fundamental societal and political change, threats to international
security emanating from unstable areas would not go away. Unless soci-
eties were remade, the outside world would continue to face danger as a
result—from an outflow of refugees or organized crime and drug networks
that destabilize foreign economies, from ethnic hatred that threatens to
make wars wider, and from divided states whose implosions become chain
reactions of retributional violence and humanitarian disaster demanding a
response. This means that the goal of peacekeeping in these places has not
been just to stop the killing and restore the immediate peace. Instead, it has
been to encourage lasting institutional change.

The most successful instances of this new kind of operation have
occurred where external authorities from the international community
have a high degree of executive control over events in the territory, includ-
ing political controls that limit the full expression of popular will.33 The
world learned by watching the events in Somalia, Rwanda, and Bosnia in
the early 1990s that the free expression of popular will can lead to may-
hem, since popular will does not always equate with tolerance and peace-
ful conflict resolution. When outside control is missing, it becomes too easy
for local actors opposed to liberal political change to obstruct the interna-
tional community’s efforts, and to subvert attempts to establish more tol-
erant and democratic political systems on their territories. Yet at the same
time, a high degree of external control breeds both dependency and
resentment among the subject population. It entails the danger of creating
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new examples of the weak and angry postcolonial societies whose poverty
and authoritarianism challenged the world in the cold war era.

The Eastern Slavonia Model?

The United Nations likes to have success stories. One example of complex
military peacekeeping success that is repeatedly cited as showing the wis-
dom of firm control by the international community is the relatively short-
term mission (known by the acronym of UNTAES) which was deployed in
the small section of Croatia called Eastern Slavonia from 1996 through
1998. The goal of the UN-commanded mission was to supervise the return
of this territory, which had been seized by ethnic Serb paramilitary forces
during the Yugoslavian conflict of the early 1990s, to the control of the
Croatian government. UNTAES successfully oversaw the withdrawal of
Serbian troops, and the cessation of the ethnic cleansing campaigns that
had earlier terrorized the population.

The administrator of UNTAES, Jacques Paul Klein, a civilian appointed
by the UN Secretary General who was simultaneously a reserve major gen-
eral in the U.S. Air Force, attributes his success in large part to the strong
degree of control over societal developments that he was granted.34 He
could override the local population on any administrative issue without
consulting them first,35 and even had the power to limit the ability of non-
governmental aid organizations to operate in Eastern Slavonia, “vett[ing
them] to ensure their relevance and capability before letting them into the
region.”36 In other words, he played a role similar to that of a colonial gov-
ernor on the territory, determining the area’s political shape on behalf of
outsiders who wished to control its destiny.

UNTAES succeeded in stopping the violence in Eastern Slavonia and
returning the territory to Croatian state sovereignty. Yet it is not clear how
typical the UNTAES mission was, or how useful the example is for the mis-
sions that followed. Eastern Slavonia was situated within a unique set of
military and diplomatic circumstances. In 1995 the Croatian military had
clearly demonstrated its ability to defeat the Serbian forces in the area in
battle, using the assistance of United States military advisers. Hence the
work of the international community in UNTAES was buoyed by the
implicit threat that Serbian noncompliance would lead to direct military
action, especially since NATO military aircraft made regular overflights of
the territory to bring this point home.37 In other words, it was not the
peacekeepers alone who kept order, but the ethnic Serbians’ fear that major
war against the NATO coalition could descend upon them if they did not
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comply. Furthermore, Croatia was a state that had already established rel-
atively well functioning administrative structures, and it had a population
well versed in the skills necessary to run a country. This was not really a
neophyte state. It was also located on the strategic coastline of the Adri-
atic, directly across from NATO member Italy, and with a longstanding
special relationship to NATO member Germany. (That special relationship
was cemented by the fact that large numbers of Croatian guest workers
had immigrated to Germany over the years, making ethnic Croats a polit-
ical force to be reckoned with domestically for the German government.)

For this combination of reasons, the nationalist leaders of both Serbian
(rump) Yugoslavia and newly independent Croatia, Slobodan Milosevic
and Franjo Tudjman, had strong incentives to cooperate with the interna-
tional community’s dominance of Eastern Slavonia. Neither had much to
gain by supporting breakaway paramilitary forces there. This left the local
parties on the ground, including paramilitary forces who might otherwise
have been spoilers of the peace process, with no one to turn to for sup-
port.38 The political outcome on Eastern Slavonian territory—integration
into Croatia, under the diplomatic and military pressure of powerful west-
ern liberal democracies—was virtually predetermined, whatever its oppo-
nents may have attempted. The peacekeepers merely gave extra support to
the Croatian state in reaffirming its own authority in the region.

That kind of peacekeeping—temporary military governorship which
quickly leads to peaceful outcomes and integration into relatively stable
societies—is not typical of the new situations the international community
is facing today, in countries like Afghanistan and Iraq. Nor was it typical
of the much more complicated situations that the international community
faced in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor in the 1990s, where the
goal was not integration into a larger stable state, but instead creation of a
functioning state out of whole cloth. In these locations, shaky national
governments without legitimate or well established military and police
forces have been threatened by strong, armed internal dissension. With the
partial exceptions of Haiti and East Timor (neighbors of the U.S. and Aus-
tralia respectively), these countries are surrounded by states with a history
of illiberal authoritarianism and weak democratic traditions, not strong
western states or NATO members. Not only do most of their neighbors fail
to provide good role models for stable governance; but also these neigh-
bors may actually feel threatened by the emergence of strong, western-
leaning states nearby, and may try to undermine change from without.

These new governments require more than deterrent fly-overs to boost
their new authority. Successful change requires what amounts to long-term
international occupation. In spite of this daunting challenge, the notion
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that outsiders could and should impose control over the political futures of
unstable, conflict-ridden societies, using executive fiat backed up by mili-
tary force, took hold in succeeding years. The idea that the occupations
would need to be interminable was downplayed, despite the accumulating
evidence.

The following brief summaries of the four major cases of complex mil-
itary peacekeeping in the 1990s will highlight some of the concerns that
have relevance for current and future missions. In each case, the interna-
tional community approached peacekeeping operations with the idea of
achieving political control, in order to move these subject territories in a
liberal democratic direction. Yet in no case was this drive a resounding suc-
cess. Either the international community put too few resources toward the
task, leading to temporary solutions that fell apart with time; or the inter-
national community put all of its political will into situations that forced it
to become a permanent occupation force. All of these cases demonstrate
how difficult it is to impose a liberal, democratic, tolerant future on a soci-
ety where such a direction does not come naturally.

Haiti: The Inadequacy of Halfway Measures

The first effort to create a complex military peacekeeping operation that
included the elements outlined above—an attempt at domestic political
institutional change, overseen by the international community, backed by
the use of force, and led by an interested state—occurred in Haiti beginning
in 1994. Yet while U.S. intervention in Haiti was couched in terms of secur-
ing lasting change in the country, it lacked the strength of political will that
would have been necessary to make change endure in a society beset with
overwhelming levels of poverty, violence, and hopelessness. Ten years after
the original decision to send in troops, Haiti looked much as it did before
forces were deployed—and in late February 2004, the United States and its
allies intervened in Haiti with UN Security Council backing once again.
The individuals sitting in the top leadership positions in the country had
indeed changed, but the basic elements of the political system had not.

In 1994, three years after a military coup ousted Jean-Bertrand Aristide,
the first democratically elected president of Haiti, the UN Security Coun-
cil passed Resolution 940, which authorized the United States to lead a
military mission there to restore peace and democratic government to the
country. Haiti had a long history of instability and violence, and the
attempt to overcome that legacy was daunting. As one group of analysts
points out, “Since winning its freedom from the French in 1804, Haiti had
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21 constitutions and 41 heads of state, 29 of whom were assassinated or
overthrown.”39 Haiti had been occupied by the United States in what had
amounted to a colonial effort between 1915 and 1934, and the Haitian
army that the U.S. created then became a key player in the authoritarian
system that the country adopted afterward.40 The U.S. military continued
to support the combined military and police forces of authoritarian Haiti
with technical training throughout the cold war.

Now the United States was trying to help reestablish the constitution
that Haiti had optimistically adopted in 1990, under international super-
vision, in an attempt to create a democracy where none had existed before.
The desired end state, according to operational commander U.S. Major
General Joseph W. Kinzer, was “a safe and secure environment with a func-
tional and duly elected national government; a professional public security
force loyal to the constitution and the national leadership; [and] a growing
economy focusing on improving the infrastructure, improving public util-
ities, and reducing unemployment.”41 In the words of one military officer
who served on the mission, “The United States employed its military,
under U.N. auspices, as a vehicle to facilitate political change.”42

Originally it appeared as if the U.S.-led, UN Security Council-
authorized Multinational Force (MNF) would have to essentially invade
Haiti under hostile conditions. After one false start, followed by tough UN
sanctions and a long period of negotiations, Haitian military leaders finally
backed down and agreed to rescind their positions and go into exile. U.S.
forces went in unopposed. Their primary goal was to work alongside UN-
appointed International Police Monitors (IPMs), who for the first time in
UN history would be armed, in order to establish safe and secure condi-
tions in the country. At the initial entry phase, when they discovered the
disarray that characterized Haitian governmental institutions, U.S. Special
Operations Forces—particularly reserve officers employed as civil affairs
specialists who worked in administrative roles full-time back home—also
took over key positions in governmental bureaucracies, both in the central
ministries in Port-au-Prince and in the countryside.43

The U.S. military forces were supposed to oversee the voluntary dis-
arming and demobilization of the Haitian military forces, and the IPMs
were supposed to oversee Haitian police activities. After this was accom-
plished they were then to turn over operations to a UN-commanded force,
the UNMIH. Realizing that a traditional UN force would be inadequate
for Haiti’s complicated situation, however, U.S. forces remained in Haiti
after the MNF period was finished, and the previous U.S. MNF com-
mander, General Kinzer, was appointed by the UN Secretary General to
command what were now labeled the UNMIH military forces.
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The operation did not run smoothly. The United Nations IPMs did not
arrive in the promised numbers when scheduled, and many of the interna-
tional police who were sent in to Haiti lacked the training and experience
necessary to deter violence and restore public order.44 Later in the opera-
tion, better trained French and Canadian police officers with appropriate
skills (as well as the appropriate French language capability for the Hait-
ian population) did arrive in the country, but there was a gap in police
deployment at the start of the operation, and there were never a sufficient
number of highly motivated francophone IPMs to carry out the training
operation as planned. As a result, U.S. military forces had to pick up the
slack.

Three days into the MNF operation, many world news organization
cameras caught U.S. soldiers standing by as a Haitian mob lynched a mem-
ber of the old regime on the street. After that instance of bad publicity, the
U.S. military was suddenly tasked with taking on police duties. The previ-
ous U.S. rules of engagement had not allowed the troops to intervene in
Haitian on Haitian violence, but now those rules were reinterpreted to
allow American soldiers “to detain and, if necessary shoot, people com-
mitting serious criminal acts” such as murder, rape and robbery.45 Yet U.S.
military commanders were reluctant to get bogged down in police work,
which they saw as outside their scope of competence. They did not have
the resources or training to conduct criminal investigations or provide con-
stant patrol coverage of the whole country. As a result, little direct action
was taken to stop the violence the rules were designed to control.46

Remnants of the Haitian military who refused to disarm were indeed
arrested and detained by U.S. forces, at least temporarily; that was consid-
ered a traditional military task,47 and American troops put great effort into
rebuilding jails that had been insecure and inhumane. There were also
occasional firefights between U.S. troops and breakaway factions of the
Haitian security forces,48 but U.S. forces were careful to react only after
they had been fired upon, so that they could make clear they were acting
in self-defense. But these things did not really resolve the security problem
faced by the locals. Much of the violence that plagued the ordinary citizens
of Haiti was not directed by the ousted forces themselves, who for the most
part melted away fairly quickly after the U.S. arrival. Instead, violence was
a result of revenge attacks by civilians against suspected members of the
old regime, as well as street justice meted out by civilians against other
Haitians who were suspected of ordinary crimes. In the old regime, the
police forces had been integrated into the brutal Haitian military, and were
hence not trusted by the population. The police were known for their cor-
ruption and brutality. As a result, Haitian citizens had gotten into the habit
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of avoiding the authorities as much as possible, and preferred to take the
law into their own hands when they felt justice needed to be done.

During the time that U.S. and UN military forces were present in Haiti,
regular foot patrols throughout the country helped to deter many violent
attacks. Yet there was general agreement that the violence continued wher-
ever the troops were not physically present at the moment, and after out-
side military forces left, nothing much remained of their efforts. Despite
the best attempts of the international community, including repeated train-
ing efforts and aid incentive programs, a reliable new Haitian police force
that observed international human rights standards never really took hold.
Even more important, Haitian judicial institutions remained unreliable,
and arrested criminals often ended up right back on the street; after awhile,
even the most dedicated Haitian police gave up. The traditional vigilantism
practiced by the population continued.49 No lasting institutions were cre-
ated to take the place of foreign troops. In the words of John Ballard, who
served in the MNF and later became a professor at the National Defense
University near Washington, DC, “The operation was not intended to
remake Haitian national institutions, but instead to permit Haitians to
return themselves to democratic governance. That responsibility still lies
with the Haitian people.”50

As conditions deteriorated in Haiti in the late 1990s, the UN presence
was gradually withdrawn. There was agreement among the international
community, led by the United States, that it was not worth the continuing
expenditure of resources to try to help a country so consumed by
intractable social problems, so stubbornly refusing to reform itself.51 The
desired end state was never reached. American military sources call the
MNF Uphold Democracy mission in Haiti a success, because it met its
original goals: it got rid of the military junta, it restored Aristide to power
through new democratic elections, and U.S. forces were able to leave in six
months and turn authority over to a UN-commanded mission.52 Yet the
notion of real political change turned out to be illusory. After stepping
aside in accordance with Haiti’s constitution in 1995, Aristide was
reelected to the presidency in 2000; but by that time he and his party were
widely seen as corrupt (following parliamentary elections that failed to
meet the standards of international observers), and Haiti’s opposition
movements boycotted the 2000 presidential election. In the following
years some of Aristide’s supporters took up arms and began terrorizing
their opponents, following Haiti’s well worn traditions of political vio-
lence. Aristide’s government paid little attention to human rights despite
intense pressure from the Organization of American States, and meanwhile
poverty, illiteracy, and HIV/AIDS infection rates remained tragically
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high.53 In Haiti in 1994, the international community avoided intensive
societal intrusion. They feared that intrusion might have led to depend-
ency, and the United States in particular was wary of getting bogged down
in another potential Somalia. In the words of one high-ranking U.S. Army
officer who had been stationed in Haiti, complex peacekeeping operations
can turn into “tarbabies.” He noted, “The military is, and always has
rightly been, concerned of being overcommitted.”54 While a complex mil-
itary peacekeeping operation was attempted, it was not designed to remain
in place for the long term. Force was used only to encourage the disap-
pearance of the old regime, not to ensure the consolidation of a new, more
liberal democratic one. The peacekeeping operation in Haiti did not, in the
end, attempt to control a subject society. While it avoided the dangers of
colonial-like occupation, it ultimately proved inadequate to restore secu-
rity in the country as well.

Ten years later, those who knew Haiti’s troubled history hoped that this
time around the United States and the international community would stay
over the long haul and commit the resources needed to do the job right. Yet
once again the U.S. was preoccupied with more pressing peacekeeping
needs elsewhere; in the mid-1990s it had been Bosnia that absorbed Wash-
ington’s attention, and now it was Afghanistan and Iraq. In 2004 Wash-
ington would commit to staying in Haiti only 90 days before turning the
operation over to the UN, and in early March (as this book was going to
press) complaints abounded once again in Port au Prince that the U.S.
Marines on the ground were not doing enough to stop political violence
and restore order.

Bosnia and Kosovo: Imposing Control over Sovereignty

NATO-led peacekeeping in both Bosnia and Kosovo, supported by other
international organizations including the European Union (EU) and the
Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in addition
to the UN, stands in sharp contrast to the case of Haiti. In these two cases
in the Balkans, the liberal democratic international community has made
a strong effort to control the political destinies of the involved territories.
Neither Bosnia nor Kosovo has been allowed to exercise sovereignty. In the
case of Kosovo, the international community has not yet even decided who
will be granted ownership over eventual sovereignty in the territory, or
how a transfer of sovereignty will be accomplished.

The history of the peace accords that followed the ethnic wars and set
up these conditions in both cases is well known, and need not be recounted
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in great detail.55 A brief summary sketch will be provided here, to set the
background for the arguments that follow.

As noted above, when Yugoslavia disintegrated into civil war in the
early 1990s, the United Nations attempted to preserve and restore peace in
the region through a lightly armed mission (the UN Protection Force, or
UNPROFOR) that operated under Chapter 6 of the UN Charter—in other
words, via a mission that operated with the permission of the sovereign
states where it was deployed (the new state of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
often abbreviated BiH, and its new neighbor Croatia) and that recognized
these states’ political sovereignty. UNPROFOR failed. Its legitimacy was
not recognized by the breakaway ethnic groups who were fighting inside
each of the newly declared states, and its effectiveness was shredded by
paramilitary forces who kidnapped and killed its personnel and massacred
civilians in the safe areas it was supposedly guarding. Following paramili-
tary massacres of thousands of civilians in towns that were supposed to be
UN-guarded safe areas, and after a great deal of political discussion and
delay both within NATO and within the UN Secretariat and Security
Council, NATO forces finally gained UN approval to carry out air strikes
against Serbian paramilitary formations. At this point, the international
community was intervening on behalf of basic human rights, and no par-
ticular agenda for the area’s political future was yet in play.

As a result of the NATO air strikes, and bolstered by U.S. military advi-
sory assistance, Croatian forces were able to expel ethnic Serb formations
from the ethnic Croatian territory in BiH that they had earlier seized. The
Serbs who ruled what remained of Yugoslavia were thereby forced to rec-
ognize their own military limits and to come to the negotiating table. Ulti-
mately they had to recognize Bosnia’s independence as a state. But the eth-
nic Serbian entity inside the state of BiH never recognized the legitimacy of
the international presence in their part of Bosnia. This created enforcement
problems for the international community from the beginning, because it
meant that external control was being imposed against the wishes of one
of the key actors in the country.56 Peacekeeping was being done without
the full and true consent of the peace-kept.

What emerged from the negotiations between Serbs, Croats, and Bosn-
ian Muslims (or Bosniacs) and the Contact Group of six outside powers
who had a self-declared interest in Bosnia (the U.S., Great Britain, France,
Germany, Italy, and Russia) were the Dayton Accords of 1995—an imper-
fect compromise in everyone’s minds. The accords reflected the de facto
division of territory in BiH that resulted from the fighting, rather than
what any group considered “fair,” since this was the only way to convince
the various parties that they had achieved as much as they could through
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warfare. It was believed that any other division would cause the fighting to
flare up again. The accords were based on the idealistic notion that three
separate regions in BiH, each dominated by a particular ethnic group,
could manage their own affairs without returning to the nationalist hatred
of the past, and could then cooperate at a national level to forge a cohesive
government for BiH as a whole. Crucial to the success of the accords was
the notion that minority refugee groups would return to their original
homes, making each region ethnically integrated. In this respect, the
accords reflected the underlying beliefs of the liberal international com-
munity that both liberal democracy and ethnic integration were necessary
components of Bosnia’s future—and that with a little prodding, Bosnian
citizens would come to realize this.

The Dayton Accords marked the international community’s transition
from acting as gut-level humanitarians (protecting the lives of innocents)
toward imposing a particular political vision on the future of Bosnian soci-
ety. This political vision included the idea that ethnic separatism was an
evil to be eradicated, that the demographic effects of years of ethnic cleans-
ing had to be undone for the sake of both human rights and stability in the
region, and that the international community had an obligation to encour-
age ethnic integration through refugee returns. The embodiment of these
obligations was the creation of a federated government in BiH designed to
force the three major ethnic groups to cooperate for the common good. Yet
it was necessary, in order to get all the involved parties to sign the peace
accords, to divide the country into two separately governed ethnic enti-
ties—the Muslim/Croat Federation, and the Republica Srpska for the
Serbs—inside that common federal structure.

These accords (officially known as the General Framework Agreement
for Peace, or GFAP) gave the international community, or at least parts of
the international community, control over both civilian and military affairs
in BiH during the transitional period to sovereignty. Annex 10 granted
ultimate civilian political authority to the Office of the High Representa-
tive (OHR), a newly created international agency not directly affiliated
with either the United Nations or NATO. The individual serving as the
High Representative is nominated by a steering committee, representing a
group of 55 countries and international organizations involved in the
peace process, and is then confirmed by the UN Security Council.57 As the
OHR itself declares on its website, the High Representative “is the final
authority in theater regarding [the] interpretation [of the civilian aspects of
the Dayton Accords], authorized to impose legislation and to dismiss
obstructive officials.”58

The OHR has regularly dismissed freely and fairly elected officials in
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Bosnia by fiat. For example, in March 1999 High Representative (HR)
Carlos Westendorp fired the freely, fairly, and democratically elected pres-
ident of Republica Srpska, Nikolai Poplasen, for obstructing refugee
returns and the fulfillment of the Dayton Accords.59 In November 2000,
the new HR Wolfgang Petritsch unilaterally fired the freely, fairly, and
democratically elected Croatian member of BiH’s tripartite presidency,
Ante Jelavic, for corruption and for trying to incite separatism among the
Croat population.60 According to one NATO report, “As many as 22 peo-
ple have been removed from office in a single day for anti-Dayton activi-
ties,”61 even when they have been appointed in accordance with Bosnia’s
democratic constitution. In other words, the political vision of the (largely
western) international community about the future of BiH is inconsistent;
ethnic integration often conflicts with democratic institutions, and when it
does, integration trumps democracy. Control trumps self-determination.

Laws, too, have sometimes been managed by fiat. For example, in Jan-
uary 2002, six Algerians who had become naturalized Bosnian citizens
through marriage were suspected of planning to bomb the U.S. embassy in
the capital of Sarajevo in support of the al Qaeda terrorist network. The
BiH Interior Ministry detained the suspects, stripped five of their BiH citi-
zenship, and later extradited all of them to U.S. authorities. This occurred
with full approval of the BiH Council of Ministers. Yet the BiH Supreme
Court had earlier ordered the men released (saying that their citizenship
had been revoked without sufficient evidence), and the BiH Human Rights
Chamber, a body set up under the Dayton Accords to monitor human
rights in the country, had demanded that extradition be delayed for a
month and that the BiH authorities try to stop their forcible deportation
despite American pressure. In other words, Bosnian actions violated the
BiH constitution. The OHR was informed of all of these proceedings and
chose not to act in support of the Supreme Court or Human Rights Cham-
ber decision, despite criticism from the UN High Commissioner on Human
Rights that the “rule of law was clearly circumvented in this process,” and
despite the OHR’s continuing public statement that “we do call for com-
pliance” with Human Rights Chamber decisions, since such compliance is
a part of BiH’s planned accession to the Council of Europe.62 OHR con-
cerns about the security of western states trump OHR concerns about
Bosnia’s legal process, even though that process was set up by the Dayton
Accords and is part of the overall plan for Bosnia’s European integration.
Americans may all feel safer as a result of these suspected terrorists being
extradited to the holding camp at Guantanamo Bay, but the example
nonetheless illustrates the degree to which western interests control the
sovereignty of Bosnian political institutions, in a direction that looks
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uncomfortably like colonial intervention. Control trumps liberalism. By
late 2003, analysts and policymakers were engaged in a spirited debate
about whether the OHR constituted a “European Raj,” and about how
much weight should be given to the opinion of local Bosnian elites who
prefer OHR oversight to untrammeled democracy.63

Beyond the civilian powers granted to the international community by
the Dayton Accords, Annex 1A gave military authority in the country to a
UN Security Council-authorized implementation force (IFOR), which
“may be composed of ground, air and maritime units from NATO and
non-NATO nations, deployed to Bosnia and Herzegovina to help ensure
compliance with the provisions of this Agreement.”64 IFOR was author-
ized under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, which meant that it could use
force as necessary to fulfill its mandate even without the permission of the
involved parties. It could act in the absence of consent. Originally IFOR
was intended to focus only on the military aspects of the agreement, over-
seeing such things as the withdrawal of foreign troops, the disarming and
demobilization of ethnic militias, and the creation of a joint BiH military
organization. However, it received a great deal of criticism from the inter-
national community for not intervening to protect minority ethnic groups
in the face of continuing paramilitary threats and violence.65 In December
1996, IFOR was replaced by SFOR (the stabilization force), again led by
NATO, and authorized by the UN Security Council (again under Chapter
7) to contribute to the creation of a safe and secure environment in BiH
and to offer selective help to civilian organizations, including the OHR,
involved in the peace process.66

The international community hoped it was thereby creating a more
cohesive framework to shape the political society of BiH. The cohesion of
this arrangement often broke down, as various state and international
actors with differing visions for Bosnia’s future failed to coordinate their
policies with each other. The intention, however, was clear. Unlike the ear-
lier case of Haiti, in BiH the liberal democratic international community
wished to control the territory’s sovereignty so that, backed up by the use
or threat of force, Bosnia would move in the direction the international
community wanted.

As David Chandler has reported, the officials who have been overseeing
the Bosnian transition recognize the philosophical contradiction inherent
in their roles. The less democratic they allow BiH to be, the more success
they have in achieving ethnic tolerance and the establishment of liberal
institutions inside Bosnian society67—even if those liberal institutions are
sometimes ignored by the OHR. Chandler argues that the international
community is trying not merely to create new institutions in BiH, but to
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instill a new culture, with values and attitudes that would not have arisen
on their own.68 In other words, the international community is engaged in
a mission to bring western liberal democratic values to an area of the world
where they had not taken root before—even when the means that are used
are sometimes neither democratic nor liberal.

Despite the many differences between the cases of Bosnia and Kosovo,
the political intentions of the international community have been similar
in the two cases, and went through a similar evolution over time. In
Kosovo, as in Bosnia, the international community intervened initially
largely because of gut-level human rights concerns, but followed this by
superseding state sovereignty (in this case, the sovereignty of what
remained of the state of Yugoslavia) and attempting to create a society
based on ethnic tolerance where one had not existed before. In Kosovo the
degree of political control exerted by the peacekeeping operation was even
stronger than that in Bosnia.

In the late 1990s, following a long history of ethnic unrest in the Yugosla-
vian province of Kosovo (whose earlier autonomy within Yugoslavia
had been taken away by Serbian nationalists in the mid-1980s), Serbian
paramilitary groups began carrying out what they saw as retaliatory
strikes against Kosovar Albanian villages which were said to be harboring
armed insurgents. Ethnic Albanian guerrilla groups had been attacking the
outposts of Serbian government authorities in the region for several years,
sometimes killing Serb police officers and other officials in the process. The
Serbian paramilitary groups conducting the raids, however, did not distin-
guish between the armed insurgents and innocent civilians. Their brutal
actions created a massive crisis of internally displaced persons as Albanian
Kosovars fled their homes for the mountains, raising fears of another
round of ethnic cleansing and mass murder in the region. Many humani-
tarian aid agencies were especially concerned that the Kosovars would
starve or freeze to death in the cold winter, and they pressured western gov-
ernments to take action.

NATO threatened to carry out air strikes unless Serb forces withdrew
from Kosovo and reached a negotiated settlement to the crisis in the
province. Yugoslavian leader Slobodan Milosevic first stalled, but then
agreed to this demand, and the UN Security Council authorized the
deployment of an unarmed observer force from the OSCE to oversee the
withdrawal. But in late 1998 and early 1999, OSCE observers received
credible evidence that a major Serbian military offensive into Kosovo was
planned for the spring. Once again the Contact Group of six interested
outside nations attempted to convince the parties to sign a peace agree-
ment, this time in Rambouillet. The agreement would give political over-
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sight of the province to the international community and allow NATO
peacekeepers to act as enforcers of the accord. Kosovar Albanian paramil-
itary representatives signed the agreement in hopes of getting NATO sup-
port for Kosovo’s eventual break from Serbia, but Milosevic refused to do
so, seeing the language of the agreement (probably rightly) as the first step
toward independent statehood for Kosovo. Serbian paramilitary forces
then began impeding and attacking the OSCE mission.

Shortly afterward the NATO military offensive against Yugoslavia
began, involving progressively more intensive air strikes. As the Serbian
position weakened over a period of many weeks, and as Russia intervened
as a mediator, Milosevic was reluctantly brought back to the negotiating
table. A Military-Technical Agreement was signed between Yugoslavia and
NATO, under which Milosevic agreed to the deployment of KFOR, an
“international security force” of NATO-led troops which would be sent
under a UN Security Council Chapter 7 mandate “with the authority to
take all necessary action to establish and maintain a secure environment
for all citizens of Kosovo and otherwise carry out its mission.”69 The
KFOR commander was given final authority in the interpretation of the
agreement and in overseeing the security situation in Kosovo. Shortly after-
ward, in June 1999, the UN Security Council both authorized KFOR and
created a new UN mission, UNMIK, to oversee the civilian reconstruction
and political transition period in Kosovo.

UNMIK operates through four “pillars,” which are together mandated
(among other things) to “perform basic civilian administrative functions,
promote the establishment of substantial autonomy and self-government
in Kosovo . . . , maintain civil law and order, promote human rights, and
assure the safe and unimpeded return of all refugees and displaced persons
to their homes in Kosovo.”70 UN agencies are responsible for the first two
pillars (police and justice, and the civil administration of the province),
while the OSCE is responsible for the third (democratization and institu-
tion building) and the European Union is responsible for the fourth (recon-
struction and economic development).71 This time the international com-
munity congratulated itself for successfully consolidating its attempts to
control the sovereignty of political society from the start. UNMIK encom-
passed a much broader array of functions than what the OHR in Bosnia
supervised alone, and KFOR, unlike the IFOR mission in Bosnia, was
authorized from the beginning to use force on behalf of the UNMIK mis-
sion. In other words, civilian and military functions were integrated under
international control. The international community approached Kosovo
as if it were a protectorate—a territory unable to function on its own and
in need of foreign assistance, since it had not yet reached political maturity.
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Outside political control would be cemented with the support of outside
military force.

Kosovo’s status as an international protectorate has taken on a life of its
own, because the international community has been unable or unwilling to
decide how and when the territory’s future status should be settled. As
Simon Chesterman notes, UNMIK’s mandate “avoids taking a position on
the key political question of Kosovo’s relationship to Serbia,” and as time
has gone by the issue has remained unresolved.72 It was decreed that for
the period of the complex peacekeeping operation, however long it lasted,
political institutions should be built in Kosovo that gave the territory “sub-
stantial autonomy.” Beyond that, however, the next step remains uncer-
tain. The notion of declaring independent statehood for the territory, or of
giving it the status of an autonomous province within the state of Serbia,
or of partitioning Kosovo to reflect the ethnic divisions between Kosovar
Albanians and Serbs, are all proposals that have been put on the table. But
each of them seems fraught with danger.

On one hand the territorial losers in any division of the territory might
be so dissatisfied that they would restart the armed conflict, should inter-
national forces be withdrawn. On the other hand, after years of effort, the
international community’s intervention might in the end accomplish noth-
ing in terms of its goals of ethnic integration and tolerance, perhaps even
serving as a precedent to encourage ethnic cleansing elsewhere.73 No solu-
tion seems able to answer both of these objections. As a result, the UN and
NATO are shackled with the responsibility for keeping the peace, and run-
ning the country, in Kosovo for the foreseeable future. The international
community believes that popular will in Kosovo cannot be safely allowed
to determine the territory’s sovereignty. Once again, control trumps self-
determination.

The intentions of the international community in both Bosnia and
Kosovo have been righteous: the creation of peaceful, ethnically inte-
grated, liberal democratic societies with free markets. Their peacekeeping
methods are strictly restrained by both international law and (in the case
of military contingents and national aid agencies) by the national laws of
their donor states. Outside forces cannot do whatever they please. Yet
there is no question that outsiders have attempted to control the political
destiny of Bosnia and Kosovo by force, and to move their societies in direc-
tions they would not go on their own. They cannot withdraw if that tra-
jectory is to have any chance of being maintained; otherwise the Balkans
may suffer a similar fate to Haiti. This, then, is where the comparison to
colonialism has been made.
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East Timor: A Brief Infatuation with Trusteeship

A bloodbath enveloped East Timor following its referendum on autonomy
in September 1999, and the world failed to prevent it, even though many
international observers had predicted that chaos would erupt if no one
intervened. Militia groups supported by the Indonesian military launched
a furious attack against civilians suspected of supporting independence
from Jakarta, and razed as much of the infrastructure of East Timor as they
could after the vote went against them. Australian government officials
had expected violence if the referendum went as it did—with the East Tim-
orese population voting against autonomy within Indonesia, and hence
implicitly supporting independence—and the government in Canberra had
prepared long in advance for its defense forces to evacuate Australian
nationals from the island.74 The United Nations had even obtained copies
before September of the orders sent to the Timorese militia commanders
who were paid by the Indonesian army to oppose independence, which
described the campaign of violence that was to be waged if the population
voted “no” on autonomy within Indonesia.75

But the Indonesian government refused to give permission for the
United Nations to send an armed mission to East Timor to preserve order
during the referendum, and the international community did not yet push
to intervene. Instead, an unarmed UN observer mission (UNAMET) was
in place, which was itself attacked in the melee. It would have required an
act of war—or at least of strong diplomatic coercion—for anyone to inter-
vene militarily in advance of the vote. UNAMET did, however, gain per-
mission from Indonesia to have Australia send in an evacuation mission
for its own workers, as well as for foreign diplomatic personnel.76

Within two weeks of the territory’s eruption, which was astonishing in
its level of fury and destruction, Indonesia was convinced under pressure
from its international financial benefactors and trade partners to permit a
Chapter 7 mission led by Australia to enter East Timor and restore order.
What this INTERFET mission discovered was a wasteland. The East Tim-
orese capital of Dili was relatively empty of people, outside of the remain-
ing militia forces and their armed opponents on the other side, because
everyone who could leave had either fled to the countryside or been forced
across the border into Indonesian West Timor by the militias. Buildings
had been looted and torched, food stores and electricity generators had
been destroyed, garbage and human waste covered everything and vermin
were everywhere, and several large massacre sites were found.

INTERFET did a remarkable job of restoring order, first inside Dili
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within a few weeks, and then in East Timor as a whole over the next sev-
eral months. Food and humanitarian assistance got through to where it
was needed, the leaders of the militia violence were convinced to leave the
territory, and the militias themselves were disbanded and more or less rein-
tegrated into society. But the international community did not stop there.
Ending the violence was not considered sufficient. Instead it deployed the
UNTAET mission, whose goal was to create a functioning independent
government in East Timor where none had been before.

The East Timor case illustrates the dilemma the international commu-
nity faces when it tries to do so much for a society. The UNTAET opera-
tion was in place from 1999 through 2002, and it effectively ran a coun-
try where both preexisting infrastructure and a trained professional local
population were nonexistent. Non-Timorese Indonesians had run the ter-
ritory before, and the Timorese population lacked both education and
experience, so the UN came in to give the new country a jump-start.
UNTAET, like the UNTAES case in Eastern Slavonia described above, is
lauded by the United Nations as a complex peacekeeping success story. It
was indeed successful, in the sense that the brutal killing and destruction
that brought the UN in to the country was stopped; but that was largely
accomplished by INTERFET very quickly, before the more massive UN
presence arrived.

UNTAET was also successful in that it did indeed largely rebuild the
country’s government institutions, and East Timor (now officially known
as Timor Leste) gained its sovereignty and independence from Indonesia.
Yet the UN was criticized for ignoring the views of local Timorese leaders,
including the pro-independence guerilla leader who was later overwhelm-
ing elected president, Xanana Gusmao, and the man who had been the
international voice for Timorese human rights throughout the Indonesian
occupation era and then became Foreign Minister, José Ramos-Horta. East
Timorese leaders had submitted a proposal to the earlier UNAMET mis-
sion in the country about how locals after the referendum might be inte-
grated into a transition government, but the UN ignored the proposal. The
follow-on UNTAET mission was widely perceived to have failed even to
explain the policies it chose to the East Timorese population.77 After
almost a year of foreign control the UN did appoint a new cabinet of min-
isters that put locals in charge of infrastructure and administration, but
foreigners retained control over the key portfolios of finance, the police,
and justice, and largely ran the local district governments.78 In the words
of Jarat Chopra, who headed UNTAET’s Office of District Administration
until he resigned in protest over the UN’s actions there, “Rather than try-
ing to render itself obsolete as swiftly as possible . . . UNTAET resisted
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Timorese participation in order to safeguard the UN’s influence.”79 Once
again, control trumped self-determination.

Believing that it was more important to establish a competent adminis-
tration in the country quickly than to give control to the East Timorese, the
UN kept foreigners in key positions and paid them according to interna-
tional standards while the native population remained largely unem-
ployed. (The one exception to this was the judicial system, where UNTAET
“Timorized” institutions as quickly as possible by appointing local officials
to a system whose characteristics were borrowed from external models.80)
One consequence of this two-tiered social system, something that made
world headlines, was the fact that UN employees routinely ordered cap-
puccinos from the cafés that sprang up to service their needs, which cost
more than the average Timorese daily wage.

In 2001 and 2002 East Timor held a successful election for a new Con-
stituent Assembly, adopted a new constitution by popular referendum, and
elected its first president. At this point East Timor was granted recognition
by the United Nations as a sovereign state. UNTAET closed up shop, being
replaced by the smaller and much less intrusive UNMISET mission.
UNMISET is still authorized under Chapter 7 and includes both a UN mil-
itary and police component (with heavily armed Australians and New
Zealanders continuing to guard the border with Indonesian West Timor)
in addition to a civilian one. But its role is to support the East Timorese
administration, not to administer East Timor.81

East Timor thus underwent an odd combination of situations: it was
first administered by foreigners who did not pay much attention to local
Timorese views, and was then almost precipitously given over to Timo-
rese control without much time for on-the-job learning by local adminis-
trators. In addition, the UN mission was not allowed to use any money to
build anything that would be left in East Timor when it was withdrawn,
or to finance healthcare or education; it could only finance its own mis-
sion, and it took all of its equipment with it, including communication
lines and power generators, when it left.82 Individual state foreign donors
fund the East Timorese government budget, which faced difficulties in the
aftermath of the UN withdrawal. The business climate in the country has
dried up because there is no local wealth to support the cappuccino cafés
and the other facilities that foreigners patronized. By early 2003, the aver-
age per capita income of the population was less than $100 per month
and the unemployment rate stood at 70 percent, in a country with few
indigenous resources, a population that remained largely uneducated, and
many trained guerrilla fighters who now found themselves with nothing
to do.83
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While the sea between East Timor and Australia has a wealth of oil and
natural gas reserves, the UN did not do much to help East Timor with this
resource, either. The country found itself stuck in prolonged negotiations
with Australia about how access to the petroleum would be divvied up
between them, without an experienced legal staff to help its side.84 Eco-
nomic hardship in the country was exacerbated by a drought that cut East
Timor’s agricultural export earnings, especially the coffee that was tradi-
tionally sold abroad. Perhaps as a result of all of these things, a December
2002 popular protest in Dili against police brutality turned into violent
rioting that attacked foreign businesses. Meanwhile cross-border raids
continued into 2003 from dispossessed former militia members in West
Timor, as well, and it was not yet clear that domestic police and military
forces would be up to the task of dealing with any of these things in the
absence of UN forces.

Granting total administrative control over the country to foreigners,
who then quickly withdrew as peace was achieved and their political will
to remain declined, left East Timor a potential powder keg of economic
resentment. It is not clear that all the effort at liberal democratic
institution-building there will amount to much in the long run, because the
will to rule in the short run was not backed up by adequate resources or
long-term planning. It is too early to tell for sure what will happen in
Timor Leste, but that means it is also too early to call the progression of
peacekeeping missions there successful.

The Horns of the Dilemma

What these examples show is that the international community in the 1990s
faced two dangers as it attempted to control foreign territory for humani-
tarian purposes. Either it went in to these countries saying it was going to
remake society, and then exhibited inadequate political will to do the job
completely, as happened in Haiti; or it tried to do too much, creating polit-
ical systems that depended on forceful outside supervision in Bosnia and
Kosovo, and an economic system that depended on foreign occupation in
East Timor. In all four cases, the international community had good inten-
tions. But in all four cases, the gratitude felt by the local community for the
foreign assistance it received has been tempered by resentment at foreigners
who either don’t seem to care enough, or who want to control too much.
The initial presence of the peacekeepers may have been welcomed by many
ordinary people on the ground, but in the end the international commu-
nity’s lasting benevolence has been questioned.
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It is too early to know what the ultimate political results of all of these
interventions of the 1990s will be, since peacekeepers remain on the
ground in all four countries as this book goes to press. It is perhaps too
early to declare that failure is the certain end result. In Bosnia, Kosovo, and
Timor Leste, new political institutions have been built under international
oversight. It is impossible to know for sure what will happen to those insti-
tutions once foreign troops withdraw, although the continuation of nation-
alist political party strength in Bosnia and Kosovo and of abject poverty
among the vast majority of East Timorese puts the notion of long-term suc-
cess in doubt.

In thinking about future interventions, however, it may be useful for the
international community to draw out the lessons from these cases, while
recalling the experiences of most postcolonial societies. The examples out-
lined above demonstrate that despite the differences between colonialism
and complex peacekeeping operations, the efforts in the latter cases to con-
trol political developments in particular countries do to some extent resem-
ble colonial governorship. Institutions are structured to match the goals of
outsiders, and political winners and losers are chosen based on their
responsiveness to outside pressure. The resemblance between complex
peacekeeping operations and colonialism will be explored more in the next
chapter. Meanwhile, what might the experience of post-colonial societies
portend for the future of peace-kept societies?

In the words of historian A. E. Afigbo, the political choices and styles
adopted by colonial governors in Africa at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury were “emulated by their successors”85 in the postcolonial era. Those
colonial rulers were often brutal, arbitrary, and illiberal, and so were many
of the indigenous African leaders who emerged to take their places after
the colonial yoke was thrown off by independence movements. There are,
of course, examples where at least relatively strong democracies have
emerged out of a colonial past. India is a favored case of historians like
Niall Ferguson, who argue that British colonialism helped rationalize dis-
orderly and conflict-prone societies.86 But while India proper may have a
functioning (if imperfect) democracy, autocratic Pakistan and parts of
unstable Afghanistan were territories of British India, too, areas particu-
larly subject to the brutal whims of rogue imperial officers. And while the
Indian Army today is renowned for its professionalism and its adherence
to British regimental values, the citizens of the Indian province of Jammu
and Kashmir rightly fear the arbitrary violence used by state security forces
trying to flush out terrorists. While British colonialism may sometimes
have been less nasty than its French counterpart, it is hard to sustain the
argument that its overall legacy was positive.
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The peacekeepers of the 1990s certainly did not mimic colonial gover-
nors in their political choices, so we have no reason to suspect that the
presence of peacekeepers will make these countries any more brutal or
authoritarian in the future than they would have been in the absence of
intervention. But would the international community nonetheless be con-
tent to see the future leaders of the peace-kept countries emulate the deci-
sions that the peacekeeping states did make? Should the leaders of Haiti
follow the example of the international community and give up on the idea
of police and judicial reform because the problems are just too recalcitrant
in the face of ingrained social norms of violence? (This does seem to be the
choice they have made.) Should the leaders of Bosnia (and whatever
Kosovo becomes in the future) intercede, as the international community
has done, to overturn democratically made decisions when those decisions
do not square with their own ideal visions of what the country should
become? (Certainly, for nationalists that choice will be tempting.) Should
the future leaders of East Timor do as the international community did and
ignore the ideas of their own population about institutional reform, and
then withdraw into foreign investments the resources that are necessary for
the institutions to continue to function well? (The experiences of other new
democracies in the world indicate that such a result would not be unprece-
dented.)

If the international community (and especially the liberal democratic
western states who dominate its decisions) wants to have a lasting impact
on stability and security in these kinds of cases, it must come up with a bet-
ter model of how to intervene. One such model will be proposed in the
final chapter—a model that focuses on providing immediate security to the
population, rather than attempting to control long-term political develop-
ments in foreign societies. In the meantime, it is time to make the compar-
ison to colonialism explicit.
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A country torn apart by war, and ruled by an oppressive regime for many
years, is now beginning political reform under foreign supervision.The ulti-
mate goal is for the country to be a self-sufficient and independent democ-
racy. Meanwhile, foreign administrators are helping locals to set up the
basic building blocks of a parliamentary and judicial rule-of-law system.
The country’s social institutions, ranging from primary education to health
care, are all being overhauled, so that they can be brought closer to devel-
oped world standards.

This foreign effort is supported by a large deployment of military per-
sonnel. In part the soldiers are there to provide safety and security for the
authorities, who are challenged by armed rebels who do not recognize the
legitimacy of the new system. In part, however, the soldiers are being
employed in very nontraditional duties. In the absence of reliable local
institutions, soldiers are serving as policemen, judges, jailers, and customs
officers. They are also training a new national military force for the coun-
try, which will concentrate on internal security problems. Foreign soldiers
are meanwhile engaged in a great deal of humanitarian activity, building
roads and schools, distributing food in outlying areas, reorganizing
garbage collection services, and serving as medics.

Military personnel are instructed to use the minimum amount of force
necessary in order to avoid civilian casualties. They are also told to respect
local customs and to treat people humanely. Officers are encouraged, in
fact, to try to win the rebels over to their side by offering them preferred 

(continued)
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(continued)

access to foreign aid and trade opportunities. One overarching military
goal is to win popular support for the foreigners’ presence, in the hopes
that this will make security in the country easier to maintain.

These paragraphs could depict an idealized version of the international
peacekeeping going on in Kabul in the aftermath of the war in Afghanistan
in 2002. With a few changes in detail, they could just as well describe the
situation of international peacekeeping forces throughout many areas of
the world in the mid- to late 1990s. But those cases are not the source for
these paragraphs. Instead this description is drawn from the history of the
U.S. colonial occupation of the Philippines in the early twentieth century.1

Large parts of this vignette could also describe the policies followed by
Great Britain and France in many of the colonial areas they occupied in the
same era.

It may grate on liberal Western sensitivities to think that international
peacekeeping operations have something in common with colonialism, but
they do, despite all of their differences. The United States, Great Britain,
and France were all relatively liberal (if flawed) democracies a century ago.
Each nonetheless took colonies, and attempted to reshape them to a
greater or lesser extent to look more like themselves, using military force
to back up their attempts at persuasion. Leaders in each imperial country
believed they were doing good for humanity even as they were doing well
for themselves, contributing not only to their country’s own wealth and
security but also to the betterment of those living in unfortunate circum-
stances. It is probably not a coincidence that each of these three countries
have been dominant actors in recent complex peacekeeping operations,
nor is it a coincidence that it is their leadership as permanent members of
the United Nations Security Council that has shaped the evolution of
peacekeeping since the end of the cold war. Peacekeeping has a colonial
heritage.

In the last chapter I defined what I meant by complex military peace-
keeping operations, and examined how and why those operations evolved
as they did in the 1990s to become efforts to control political and eco-
nomic developments in particular societies. In this chapter, I will continue
to explore the comparison between complex peacekeeping and the colo-
nialism practiced by liberal states at the turn of the last century by exam-
ining the political goals that motivated each type of operation. They were
similar in many important ways. Both were characterized by a desire to 



control foreign societies, and both were driven by a combination of state
security and humanistic goals.

There are obvious differences between the two types of operation. I do
not mean to imply, as some more radical analysts today do, that the peace-
keepers of today have old-fashioned colonial intentions. The imperialism
practiced by London, Paris, and Washington a hundred years ago was, at
base, about securing profit for their own nations, and this is certainly not
what peacekeeping is about. In fact peacekeeping is an expensive business
that saps state treasuries without providing many investment opportuni-
ties for international business. Imperialism was also about gaining posses-
sion of territory for competitive reasons; Great Britain, France, and the
United States at that time were engaged in a form of balance of power pol-
itics where the amount of land controlled by individual states was seen to
matter. Peacekeeping is not that, either. Peacekeeping is usually done coop-
eratively, and the chief difficulty lies in convincing countries to agree to
contribute to operations, not in trying to keep them out of territory
claimed by someone else.

Complex peacekeeping operations are largely centered on humanitarian
activity and liberal political development, and while these things were
components of the era of colonialism that I am considering, they did not
define colonialism the way they define peacekeeping today. The balance of
humanitarian and self-interested goals shifted significantly to favor
humanitarianism in the peacekeeping era. In fact the imperial states that
are considered here at one time or another all had military personnel or
civilian governors who committed what would now be considered atroci-
ties against civilian populations. All three colonial states also behaved far
differently in outlying areas where they had not yet established full con-
trol—the interior of Africa, the island of Mindanao in the Philippines, and
the northwest frontier of the Indian empire (what is now Pakistan and
Afghanistan), for example—from how they behaved in the more stable
regions of their colonies. In those outlying areas, the empires were focused
on fighting rebels who opposed colonial rule, using any means necessary
to win. The imperial pacification campaigns that Rudyard Kipling termed
“the savage wars of peace” do not bear much resemblance to complex
peacekeeping operations today.2

Yet if we stop at the list of differences, we miss the striking similarities in
motives that have compelled states to be leaders of imperialism and of com-
plex peacekeeping operations. I begin, therefore, with a list of caveats to
make clear that I am not equating peacekeeping with colonialism. I then turn
to some of the important similarities between the two types of operation,
and draw out why those similarities should matter to today’s policymakers.
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The Caveats: How Colonialism Differs from Peacekeeping

A deeper look at the American occupation of the Philippines makes clear
by example that colonialism was in many ways far different from today’s
peacekeeping operations. The American use of military force in the outly-
ing areas of the Philippines was much harsher than it was in the scenes
described above from Manila. In those outlying areas, intentional human
cruelty was a defining aspect of the Filipino experience with the American
occupation, in a way that would be unacceptable on today’s peacekeeping
missions. Despite instructions from home to use minimal force and to
respect the local population, the “men on the spot” in colonial operations
could violate human rights arbitrarily with a great deal of impunity.

The worst example of a brutal American commander in the Philippines
occupation was Major General Leonard Wood (who in spite of his vicious-
ness has been eulogized since 1940 in the name of the basic training camp
for the U.S. Army in Missouri). While the United States in Wood’s era eas-
ily controlled the more urban parts of the Philippine islands, rebels in some
outlying areas remained violently opposed to foreign rule. On the island of
Mindanao in 1905, Wood’s counterinsurgency troops were ambushed by
a group of Muslim Moro fighters, whose compatriots had a long history
of armed resistance to foreign occupation. After the ambush the Moro
fighters withdrew into a closed-off volcanic crater, where hundreds of
Moro families (including unarmed women and children) were holding a
traditional political meeting. Seeing his opportunity to rid the area of
rebels, Wood ordered his 800 troops to deploy secretly around the rim of
the crater and use their machine guns to mow down everyone inside. Many
hundreds of Moros were left dead. When the American press got word of
what had happened, there was a heated congressional inquiry and a great
deal of public outrage and editorial criticism. Wood was clearly not serv-
ing U.S. interests in the Philippines, as the broad American public under-
stood them, and was not following doctrinal protocol for treatment of the
Filipino population. U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt nonetheless
bucked popular opinion and commended Wood for his bravery, promot-
ing him to the command of the entire Philippines Division.3 Similar inci-
dents happened regularly in the British and French colonies, too.

The harshness of colonial military actions is not the only thing separat-
ing colonialism from peacekeeping. Some of the fundamental goals of
empire also differed significantly from the goals of today’s peacekeeping
operations. The Philippines, for example, were part of the booty won by
American forces after fighting a war against Spain over spheres of geo-
graphical influence in the western hemisphere. The United States did not
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go into the Philippines because of any preexisting sympathy for the Filipino
population or its humanitarian situation. Instead, American leaders hoped
to use Manila as a base to gain a competitive foothold against other impe-
rial powers in Asia. The fundamental purpose of the American occupation
was territorial competition, not humanitarian assistance. The notion that
the United States was in the Philippines to help the Filipino population
became the official explanation for the occupation, but this occurred
mostly because it was what was most acceptable to the American public.
A large number of American interest groups could all agree to publicly sup-
port such a policy, whatever their real underlying motives for occupation
may have been.4

Over time the United States did establish some democratic institutions
in the Philippines, and scholar Tony Smith argues that this historical expe-
rience provided a reference point that encouraged the emergence of real
democracy in the country in the 1980s.5 Washington heavily criticized the
despotism of the earlier Spanish colonial rulers on the islands, and
attempted to distinguish its own colonial administration from what the
Spaniards did. At first, democratic development in the Philippines was lim-
ited to the community level. But as the decades progressed, a national leg-
islature was formed under American tutelage, which was elected by uni-
versal male suffrage and made decisions about most non-defense related
domestic economic and social policies. Washington still kept control over
the foreign and defense policy of the Philippines, nonetheless, from the
turn of the last century until the Japanese invasion of the islands during
World War II. Ultimate sovereignty over the territory was ceded to the
Philippine people by the Americans only in 1946.

Despite the autonomy on some issues that Washington granted to the
Philippines legislature, true political reform in the country was circum-
scribed by the existing class structure of Philippine society. While the United
States did establish universal male suffrage in the Philippines, this was not
a real indicator of political equality. Rather than seeking to establish a more
equitable socioeconomic system in the country as part of its political reform
package, the United States used the existing land-holding class in the Philip-
pines to cement its own imperial control, rewarding local elites who put
down dissent with political appointments.6 This system encouraged politi-
cal corruption and office buying, and ensured that a few prominent fami-
lies actually controlled what appeared on the surface to be a functioning
democracy. In all three empires considered here—the British and French as
well as the American—it was common for the occupiers to work with a
chosen set of political favorites in their colonies, since that way the imperi-
alists’ own political control would be cemented by support from within.
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This more jaundiced view of American colonialism in the Philippines
points out the important differences between colonialism and peace-
keeping. In today’s peacekeeping operations, individual soldiers may still
take actions on the ground that violate human rights. But they do so in
spite of immense training efforts to the contrary, and they often face court-
martial by their own countries when they are caught. In today’s operations,
foreign military organizations usually have no desire to dominate foreign
societies; instead they want to go home as soon as possible to concentrate
on more pressing defense needs. Leaders of peacekeeping operations
believe that the way to accomplish this is to convince the local populations
to take “ownership” of the processes of peace and change in their coun-
tries, turning over control to locals as soon as it is feasible. And in contrast
to the state competition motivating the occupations of the colonial era,
today’s UN-authorized peacekeeping missions represent the multilateral,
cooperative efforts of people from a wide variety of countries, including
both states and NGOs.

Today’s actions are supported by universal international law. Accompa-
nying foreign aid programs are designed so that powerful states give to the
weak, rather than profiting off of them. Political goals often focus on class
transformation, attempting to replace the economic power of the old sys-
tem’s corrupt elites with that of new owners of small businesses. Interna-
tional political advisors seek to establish independent functioning democ-
racies quickly, not over a period of decades, and they encourage the broad-
est possible political participation by all members of the target society.

Given these significant differences between the two eras, it may seem as
though they are not worth comparing. But they are. Both constitute
attempts by strong liberal democracies to control foreign political societies.
And there are crucial similarities in motives and means between the two
eras as well.

Common Characteristics of Colonialism and Peacekeeping

It has to be noted up front that the characteristics of colonialism, both
good and bad, varied across time and place. In some ways it is hard to say
with any precision what “colonialism” entailed, even when the concept is
limited to these three countries in this particular era. Different govern-
ments over the years, as well as different individual colonial administra-
tors, held varying philosophies about the design of colonial policy. The
policies actually implemented by colonial officials in the field often devi-
ated from the official directives issued by the capitals, leading to further
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variations in intention and effect.7 Yet despite these variations, the three
imperial states examined here made a common set of key political choices
that shaped much of their colonial policy. In turn, these commonalities are
reflected in today’s peacekeeping operations.

All three states who engaged in colonialism in this era, like the leaders
of peacekeeping operations more recently, took on new missions in order
to further their national interests as defined by the domestic coalitions who
kept their governments in power. In both types of cases, this primarily
involved concerns about national security as it was defined at the time. (As
we will see below, profit had become less of a motivating factor for terri-
torial control by the late 1800s than it had been earlier in the colonial era.)
All three states, just as the leaders of peacekeeping operations do today,
simultaneously tried to serve what they considered humanitarian ends in
the countries where they intervened. Often state self-interest and humani-
tarian goals were intertwined with each other, so that motives falling into
one or the other category could not easily be distinguished from each other.
The same holds true of peacekeeping operations today.

It is sometimes tempting to treat states as if they have unambiguous
motives, and to say that they act, for example, on behalf of power and
profit. It is also commonplace in the academic political science literature to
try to separate out state interests from normative or ethical ideas, and to
argue that as global understandings of ethics and appropriateness change,
states redefine their interests to align them in accordance with those under-
standings.8 The dying out of colonialism in the twentieth century is one
example often cited of how changing international norms about self-
determination led states to believe that colonialism was no longer in their
interests.

Yet in the colonial era, as in peacekeeping operations today, interests
and ethics reinforced each other. Control over foreign territory was justi-
fied by the great powers as a way for the civilized nations of the world to
bring economic development and political enlightenment to those who
would otherwise be without them. As we will see below, both the leaders
and the publics of the great powers seemed genuinely to believe that colo-
nial occupation was a kind of charitable act. At the same time, bringing
Euro-American values, institutions, and assistance to new territories was a
means to enhance the security of the colonial powers, because it served as
a mechanism of political control in territories whose economic and geo-
graphic resources were believed to be important for great power competi-
tion. Despite the differences in how security has been defined in the two
eras, concerns that are to some extent similar motivate the great powers
today, who believe that anarchy and instability in regions near their own
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borders threaten their well being (often including their economic well-
being). The growth of liberal democratic values and institutions in territo-
ries that have undergone peacekeeping operations is something that the
great powers believe would benefit everyone, themselves as well as the
local inhabitants. Self-interest cannot be juxtaposed against a sense of
morality as the motivating factor of either colonial actions or peace-
keeping operations, because both have been important sources of policy
choices.

Interests and norms have been intertwined; the states who are primarily
responsible for creating international law have been concerned to legiti-
mate their policy choices through international agreements. The colonial
powers considered here wanted to be seen as following common norms of
behavior in their colonies; since they were among the lead designers of
those international laws, they could ensure that it was the pursuit of their
own interests and their own definitions of humanitarianism that were legit-
imated. The same thing is true of the leaders of most peacekeeping opera-
tions today, who have championed the legitimacy of their own interven-
tion, based on a universal obligation to uphold individual human rights,
against the arguments of those who would instead privilege the importance
of state sovereignty as a legal precept of the United Nations Charter.

National Self-Interest and Control Over Colonies

As in any era, it is difficult to define exactly what the state interests were
of the liberal colonizers at the turn of the twentieth century, and where
those interests came from. Yet as Philip D. Curtin notes in his sweeping his-
tory of Western empires, while some territory may have been acquired “in
a fit of absence of mind” (according to an old saw about British imperial-
ism in particular), there is no question that from about 1870 to 1910 the
European powers were “out for conquest.”9 A complex mixture of mili-
tary and economic motives was at work in defining imperial state interests,
buttressed in the cases of Britain and France by ideologies of empire that
seemed to transcend any interest that could be measured with cold, hard
facts. All the great powers of Europe (as well as the United States) were
competing against each other for control over new territory, and this
meant that empire was a tool to use in the European balance of power
game. Colonial occupation helped maintain national security, as it was
then defined.

The great powers by this point were not occupying colonies primarily
for profit. In fact, they perceived that having colonies was in their interest
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even though the expense of controlling imperial territory probably out-
weighed the competitive benefits that empire provided. Some private inter-
national trading companies got rich off of the colonial ties that their gov-
ernments provided for them, but as time went on the imperial states them-
selves were probably spending more on the maintenance of colonies than
they received in return from their possessions. The pursuit of empire was
difficult to justify on a rational basis, given its expense.10

For example, Lance E. Davis and Robert A. Huttenback performed an
exhaustive economic analysis of the British Empire in this era, using a
cost/benefit perspective to examine the impact of everything from taxes to
defense expenditures, and from business development expenses to investor
returns. They determined that while some individual investors benefited
from the colonies, the British state as a whole did not. (The one exception
was the colony of British India, which was self-sufficient in providing for
its own expenses and required little financing from London; it did turn a
profit for the British state.11) Davis and Huttenback discovered that after
1880, even business interests taken as a whole did not profit much from
the colonies. While certainly there were individual companies that did well,
most businesses based in the British Isles had higher rates of return on their
investments than most businesses based in the colonies.12 According to
Davis and Huttenback, “For the general investor in the years after 1880,
the Empire was probably a snare and a delusion—a flame not worth the
candle.”13 As theorist Michael Doyle and others have argued, colonialism
may have been mostly an exercise in national prestige, supported by the
particular domestic interest groups who benefited from it.14

Yet crucial state interests appeared to be at stake in the colonies in spite
of their expense, because of how states defined their national security
goals. By the turn of the last century, leaders in all three imperial states
came to believe that maintaining colonies abroad was in their long-term
security interests—something that had not been true in previous times.
Earlier, states had been content to claim ownership over land without
keeping much of an ongoing personnel presence there. Maintaining func-
tioning colonies was expensive and difficult; it required occupying terri-
tory, which in turn required the planning of complex political and military
actions on the part of the imperialists. Earlier, the European states had not
been so interested in the notion of territorial control.15

Now, though, the imperial states considered each other competitors,
believing that great power warfare at some future point was likely and that
the wealthiest and most powerful states would win. National wealth
revolved around access to raw materials, including agricultural products,
even if maintaining access to them was costly; and many of the colonies
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were rich in these resources. (Indeed, Davis and Huttenback found that
agricultural and extractive industries like mining were the most profitable
type of colonial businesses.16) When states possessed a colony, they could
prevent their competitors from having equal access to those resources.
What had earlier been a desire to open up new areas for free trade became,
in this era, a drive for exclusive control over territory. State competition,
not surprisingly, also included control of the seas that led from the capitals
to the colonies and allowed access to the resources in question. A big part
of what provided control over the seas was the ownership of ports far from
home, even ports in areas which were not rich in raw materials themselves.
States’ ability to hold territory in distant areas helped them define their rel-
ative standing in relationship to each other, and commercial and military
interests were mutually reinforcing.17

In earlier times, state leaders had often delegated control over their colo-
nial territories to the same private trading companies who were now try-
ing to grow rich off of them. These private companies would field their
own armies and fight wars without a great deal of interference from their
patrons.18 Some of these chartered companies continued to operate in cen-
tral Africa as late as the 1920s.19 But for the most part, imperial govern-
ments by the late nineteenth century cared more about their colonies’ long-
term upkeep than they had earlier, and sent their own representatives out
to occupy and govern these spaces rather than entrusting them to private
interests who were hard to oversee without government officials being sta-
tioned there. It became ownership and control of the space that mattered
for great power competition, not merely the planting of a flag.

These changes in how states viewed their colonial territories, and hence
in how they viewed their security interests more generally, were enabled by
structural changes in the environment, specifically changes in technology.
Occupation of the colonies was possible now, in a way that it had not been
earlier, because of new inventions and scientific discoveries.20 The inven-
tion of the repeating rifle and the machine gun gave a huge military advan-
tage to the Europeans and Americans who owned them. Large groups of
angry people could now be more easily cowed by a small number of for-
eign troops. (One of the reasons why colonialism declined as the twentieth
century wore on was the proliferation of weapons to the colonized, who
could begin to fight back.21) The discovery of quinine and other prophy-
lactic drugs also allowed European officials who had grown up in north-
ern climates (and who therefore lacked any natural resistance to tropical
diseases) to live in the tropics more comfortably. Steam ships and railroads
made navigating immense distances easier, and along with the telegraph
improved communication between the capitals and their colonies. These
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technological changes meant that states were able to invest their own
scarce resources into their colonies to an extent that hadn’t been prudent
earlier, because European and American officials could now live in the
colonies in relative safety and security. Structural changes enabled states to
take on new definitions of their own security interests.

Since international security concerns appeared to be at stake in the
colonies, and since structural changes allowed occupation by state officials
to occur, the imperial actions taken by the great powers came to have com-
ponents that resembled modern-day complex peacekeeping operations.
The imperial capitals now had reasons to care about the long-term viabil-
ity and stability of these territories. Earlier, the British and French private
companies and plantations who were sent abroad had been allowed to
plunder the colonial territory that they were granted. The political support
that the capitals received from these small but wealthy groups of traders
was so great, in comparison to the relatively insignificant state interest that
the imperialists had previously believed they held in their colonies, that the
consequences of short-term thinking in the colonies seemed unimportant.
Now, on the other hand, states became interested in preserving and hus-
banding colonial resources for the future.22 These resources included not
only the obvious ones of land and raw materials, but also the more abstract
good will of those who were subjected to imperial control. Without that
good will, colonial governance would have been more difficult to accom-
plish, because people who hate those who occupy them tend to carry out
violence against the occupiers and thwart them economically.

The need to establish good will meant that the imperial capitals believed
they had an interest in encouraging economic development in their
colonies. Development would relieve poverty, and make the subject popu-
lation more appreciative of the benefits of being in the empire. Simultane-
ously, development would expand the trading opportunities for home-state
companies, and improve the climate for potential investors. This would
broaden the spectrum of industries at home who benefited from colonial
possession, and in turn would help cement political support for the contin-
uation of colonial control. It would also create a tax base to help make the
colonies self-financing, minimizing imperial expenditure on their upkeep
while silencing critics at home who doubted the colonies’ real utility.23 In
other words, the imperialists encouraged economic development and
improvement in their colonies, or what the French called mise en valeur,24

at least in part because it served their self-interests to do so. The better the
colonies were doing, the easier it would be politically to maintain them.

Colonial occupation hence became self-perpetuating and self-reinforcing:
once it was in place, it created the economic and political momentum to
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propel itself forward. The burgeoning interests of imperialist states in the
long-term health of their colonies motivated them to make life in their
colonies more secure. That way their own officials and traders could live in
the colonies without fear of internal instability. If the environment were
made secure, imperial possessions could also be more easily defended from
predatory moves by state competitors in the race for territorial control. Per-
manent colonies, in other words, required what amounted to peacekeeping
operations for the sake of imperial national interests.

The Humanitarian Impulse and Colonial Control

Today’s international community may not like to hear it, but humanitar-
ian concerns were also a component of the colonialism practiced a century
ago by Great Britain, France, and the United States, even though the form
of those concerns was very paternalistic and even though they came sec-
ond to the desire for conquest. The liberal leaders of empire wanted to
share European and American values, institutions, and achievements with
areas of the world that were less fortunate, and each of them believed that
the superior attributes of their own civilizations were a gift to bestow on
others.

There is an irresolvable scholarly debate about how genuine the human-
itarian impulse was among imperial leaders. Some scholars argue that
while the imperialists said they were acting out of a desire to be moral and
generous, their humanitarianism was in fact just window-dressing for
naked self-interest.25 There is no way to determine the truth about this
question, since one can’t probe the minds of dead leaders and people’s psy-
chological motives are usually mixed. Yet certainly their writings indicate
that they believed themselves to be sincere.

More important, there is no question that Great Britain, France, and
the United States all justified imperialism to their domestic populations
through its purported humanitarian benefits, and in turn this justification
influenced how their policies toward their colonies had to be designed.
All three of these countries were relatively liberal democracies a hundred
years ago; even if none of them had universal suffrage, all of them had
elected legislatures that were subject to criticism by the opposition and
the press. Public opinion mattered. That means that however false the
original claims about humanitarian motives may have been, humanitar-
ianism became a necessary element of colonial practice, at least in part
because home publics demanded it. Daniel Philpott has argued that
“civic liberalism,” or a public moral sense, is one of the major factors
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propelling recent peacekeeping operations.26 Civic liberalism mattered in
the colonial era, too.

Colonialism could not have been sustainable without the tacit support
of the voters. The creation and direction of colonial policy was answerable
to the people at home who read the papers, and hence it had to be seen as
ethical. Most of the good citizens of these imperial states believed them-
selves to be morally upright. The vast majority of the population in all
three countries was Christian, and it wanted to fulfill what it saw as the
Christian obligation to show benevolence to others, especially those who
were weaker. People did not want to see themselves as exploiting others for
the sake of economic gain, but instead as missionaries on behalf of
progress. The voters expressed outrage and conducted legislative investi-
gations when word leaked out about atrocities that were committed by
their representatives in the colonies.27 Governments therefore had an
incentive to try to ensure that colonial rule appeared benign. Voters also
felt a sense of responsibility to the disadvantaged of the world, and wanted
their officials in the colonies to act on behalf of justice and with noblesse
oblige.28

Imperial leaders provided a variety of moral justifications for their colo-
nial actions. For the U.S. in the Philippines, the legitimating principle of
occupation was to bring democratization to a country steeped in Spanish
despotism. For France, the legitimating principle of actions in Africa was
the mission civilisatrice—the belief that the superior achievements of
French language, culture, philosophy, and science could be transmitted to
foster cleaner, more efficient, more prosperous and more rational societies
in the non-European world, which would eventually become part of
greater France.29 For Great Britain, the term “trusteeship” was used to
indicate that, each at its own pace, the colonies and their indigenous lead-
ers would sooner or later be guided along the path toward good self-
government.30 For all three colonial powers, these moral goals led to cer-
tain common policy choices. The abolition of slavery abroad, along with
other practices that were considered barbaric (such as polygamy), was a
common justifying theme—even though in practice some French officers
traded in slaves themselves.31

Beyond the need to justify their actions, imperial leaders also had a sec-
ond straightforward incentive to follow relatively humane practices in the
colonies. The capitals tried to minimize the cost of maintaining their
empires,32 and caring for the well being of the colonial population was one
means to lower the costs of occupation. Humanitarianism, in other words,
was a cheap way to gain control. Fighting wars is a very costly business,
especially against rebel insurgents who are willing to die for their opposition
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to colonial rule. To win without fighting was better, as the classic military
theorist Sun Tzu would say; the imperialists needed to find a way to control
their colonial populations short of constant violence.

Direct rule by multiple layers of colonial officials, who arrived in the
field after having had comfortable, relatively easy lives in the imperial cap-
itals, was not a cost-effective solution. Those officials had to be paid hand-
somely to convince them to move halfway across the world and live in rel-
ative deprivation, isolated from their families and communities (at a time
when communication was slow and unreliable), and beset by the threat of
violent unrest and disease. The fewer officials that had to be sent out from
the capitals, the cheaper the occupation. A means for political control had
to be found that involved neither the expense of traditional military oper-
ations, nor a great deal of oversight by foreign bureaucrats.

The ideal mechanism, used to a greater or lesser degree by all three pow-
ers, was psychological: it was to try to make the people of the colonies
want to be connected to the empire. Life inside the empire had to seem bet-
ter than the alternative. As Michael Doyle has argued, subjects needed to
be persuaded that foreign rule was to their benefit, with force used only as
a last resort.33 As Jeffrey Herbst has pointed out, the use of violence was a
sign of the weakness of the occupiers, and their inability to maintain con-
trol using other means.34

Sometimes control was accomplished using indirect rule, allowing exist-
ing political structures in the colonies to continue to function under impe-
rial oversight. As Curtin notes, “actual rule over the conquered societies
was far more in local hands than in those of European administrators.”35

Members of the local population who cooperated with the empire would
be paid off for their support. This might mean granting particular local fig-
ures public office, as was the case in the Philippines. It might mean giving
weapons and other provisions to those on the right side of rebel insurgen-
cies,36 or protecting particular local markets from both taxes and attack.37

It sometimes even meant turning a blind eye to the practice of slavery by
one’s friends, while condemning it in one’s enemies.38 In all three empires,
it was often imperial military officers who made or helped make the judg-
ment about whom to reward. Like today’s peacekeepers, their village
patrols gave them good intelligence about who among the locals was doing
what.

Other times, political control was furthered by providing direct human-
itarian aid to the population. While there is no question that much of colo-
nial practice was violent and inhumane,39 there is also no question that rule
by brute force alone was not in the interest of the imperial states—it was
simply too expensive. In the words of Louis Faidherbe, founder of the
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French colonial administration in Senegal, the imperial powers had to
“maintain tranquility so that the natives may work and produce in all secu-
rity to feed our posts with their products, and so that they may recognize
the advantage of our domination.”40 All three of these imperial states
therefore pursued some form of a “hearts and minds” campaign, designed
to convince the population at both an emotional and intellectual level that
imperialism was a good thing.

Hearts and minds considerations permeated the doctrine given to mili-
tary forces on the ground, who were regularly involved in humanitarian
aid and civil construction projects. Such benevolent acts were combined
with highly structured educational systems,41 designed to inculcate the les-
son that imperial administration served local interests. The imperialists
believed that education was one of the major fruits of civilization they
could share with their colonies, even as it privileged one vision of civiliza-
tion in comparison to any other. Gerrit Gong argues that colonial expan-
sion was in fact a clash of civilizations, where the Europeans and Ameri-
cans would set the rules about what was civilized and what was not, and
would convince those in the colonies to accept their views.42

Some aspects of these hearts and minds campaigns were blatantly racist
and classist. For example, one of the goals of the French Empire in Africa
was to discourage the use of local languages and replace them with French
(in some Muslim areas, Arabic was a tolerated alternative). French was
seen both as the language of unity across cultures, and as culturally supe-
rior to other languages because of the legacy of French literature.43 Free
public schools were therefore established in France’s colonies to improve
the natives by teaching them French. The best opportunities for educa-
tional advancement were provided to urban students, who were seen as
more capable of cultural assimilation than their rural counterparts. Yet in
spite of the arrogance of these policies, there appeared to be a genuine
belief in Paris that to learn French and to receive a European-style educa-
tion provided an opportunity for those in the colonies to lift themselves out
of a life of misery. The same can be said for efforts to provide the colonies
with basic French-model hygiene and sound architectural planning.

Simultaneously, the provision of these services to the locals was a mech-
anism for institutionalizing imperial control at a relatively low cost. As Tim-
othy Mitchell notes, when locals are trained to follow carefully constructed
imperial procedures—in education, in social policy, in building construc-
tion, and so forth—eventually the structures and practices of colonialism
become so embedded in society that they seem natural and are much less
likely to be questioned.44 At that point most of the colonizers can stay home
in their capitals, because the colonies will run themselves peacefully.
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Beyond the need to justify colonialism to their home populations and
the interest that the empires had in maintaining control at minimal cost,
humanitarian aid also furthered imperialist interests for a third reason: it
fostered investment and trade. Development assistance worked hand in
hand with commercial interests, and the two were philosophically inter-
twined. One indicator of this was the fact that Christian missionaries in the
colonies, such as British explorer David Livingstone, cooperated with
home-state traders and investors in the belief that the spread of Western
values, culture, and trade links were part and parcel of their main mission
of religious proselytizing.45 All things European, both Christianity and
commerce, were seen as moral.

The economic development that occurred in the colonies in fact tended
to benefit the citizens of Europe and America more than it helped the
locals. Colonial administrators, for example, used conscripted local labor
to build pieces of infrastructure and to transport goods to port cities from
rural areas, tending to undermine the moral imperative of ending slavery.
Health programs concentrated on wiping out the diseases that bothered
the European occupiers rather than those that killed the native population.
Nonetheless, in spite of these hypocrisies, part of the civilizing mission
included the desire to lessen the ills of poverty, and it was widely believed
that international trade integration would help achieve this goal.46 Peace
was seen as a necessary background condition for trade to flourish, which
meant that deploying military troops in what would now be called peace-
keeping roles was also part of the developmental philosophy.47

These three requirements—the need to justify colonialism in the public
eye at home, the need for cheap security in the colonies and local accept-
ance of outside rule, and the need to foster trade and investment through
development—meant that colonialism in this era was not simply about
economic exploitation of one group by another, nor was it simply about
the unthinking use of force. It was constrained by principles that could be
seen as a means for improving the lives of the colonized,48 even as they
served the interests of empire. Humanitarianism was part and parcel of
state self-interest, even as some idealists pursued it in the colonies for its
own sake.

National Self-Interest and Complex Peacekeeping

Clearly the particular set of national interests that supported imperialism,
defined by great power competition to control and exploit foreign terri-
tory, is not what motivates peacekeeping today. The kind of complex
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peacekeeping operations talked about in this book are mostly multilateral,
necessitating the cooperation of many states, and done under the authori-
zation of the United Nations. Yet, as in the colonial era, powerful states
today tend to become involved in complex peacekeeping operations largely
when they perceive that their national interests are involved. They act out
of strong humanitarian impulses as well. But peacekeeping forces are not
sent everywhere that violent human suffering exists. Once again, self-
interest and humanitarianism are intertwined.

Perhaps the most searing example of state self-interest overcoming the
humanitarian impulse is the tragedy of Rwanda, outlined in the previous
chapter. Both Al Gore and George W. Bush, the major candidates for the
U.S. presidency in 2000, agreed that the United States did the right thing
by not intervening to stop the genocide.49 Gore was Vice President when
the United States made its decision not to intervene, and Bush’s campaign
included a pledge to lower the U.S. commitment to peacekeeping, so it is
understandable that these two would affirm the choice that was made. Yet
it is unlikely that this affirmation is shared by the larger liberal democratic
international community. In most corners, including the UN Secretariat
itself, the failure to act in Rwanda is viewed with shame. Humanitarian-
ism in response to terrible suffering did not prove a strong enough impulse
to overcome the desire by states to save their political capital, their eco-
nomic resources, and the safety of their troops for areas of the world that
were more central to their national security interests.

Humanitarian concerns were involved in all of the complex peacekeep-
ing missions of the 1990s, and humanitarianism cannot be discounted as
a motive in any of the cases. But that does not change the fact that the
humanitarian impulse is insufficient to explain why peacekeeping happens
sometimes and not others. National self-interest almost always motivates
those who lead complex operations, at least in part.50 A return to the
examples of complex military peacekeeping outlined in the previous chap-
ter helps illustrate some of the self-interested motives behind the missions.

Haiti
It took three years for the United States to take strong action in response
to humanitarian concerns about the situation in Haiti after the 1991 coup,
and the delay in this case is perhaps the best illustration that humanitarian
concerns alone are not sufficient motivation for complex military peace-
keeping operations to be deployed even in areas that border the great pow-
ers—even when the decision is eventually taken to intervene.

In 1991, Haiti’s brutal and corrupted military forces ousted the newly
democratically elected president Jean-Bertrand Aristide, after he had been
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in office for only seven months. What had seemed like a possible new
beginning for a country steeped in centuries of poverty and political vio-
lence was cut short. Coup leaders and the militia who supported them—
the Front for Haitian Advancement and Progress (FRAPH)—killed more
than a thousand of Aristide’s supporters. The new regime, led by General
Raoul Cédras, was harsh in its smashing of dissent. Its security forces, the
Force Armée d’Haiti (FADH), meanwhile ignored street crime and encour-
aged Haiti’s tradition of deadly popular vigilantism, leading to even more
chaos and death.51

While the international community, represented both by the United
Nations and by the Organization of American States, publicly deplored
these events, it was not until 1993—following two years of misery—that
the United Nations Security Council authorized the United States to lead
a complex peacekeeping mission to help restore Aristide to power. An ini-
tial attempt by U.S. and Canadian forces to land in the capital of Port-au-
Prince in 1993 was aborted when angry crowds appeared on the shore,
deterring the ships from docking. Under the threat that a full-scale inva-
sion would be launched if they met further resistance, Cédras finally ceded
to the Americans and peacekeepers arrived on the island in September
1994.

A violent humanitarian emergency near American shores did eventually
lead Washington to intervene, but it took three years to galvanize sufficient
political will for it to happen. Humanitarian concerns in this case were
voiced most loudly by African-American political pressure groups who
argued that an American failure to act to restore democracy to Haiti would
amount to racism. But humanitarianism failed to lead to immediate action.
Washington’s primary interest was instead to stop the influx of tens of
thousands of Haitian refugees who had set out by boat for U.S. territory
as the dictatorship became more oppressive. What convinced U.S. leaders
that some kind of direct military action on their part was finally necessary
was that a caucus of African-American legislators began loudly protesting
the U.S. policy of turning away Haitian boat people, and of imprisoning
those who would not turn back at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.52

Beyond the domestic political furor involved, American national secu-
rity concerns were associated with this refugee question. The need to res-
cue, intercept, and process Haitian refugees approaching U.S. territory by
sea was tying up U.S. military and Coast Guard resources that might oth-
erwise be used for counter-narcotics activity or for monitoring the actions
of Cuba’s Communist leader, Fidel Castro.53 In other words, pressure from
particular domestic interest groups coupled with strong national security
interests was required for intervention to take place; humanitarianism
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alone did not lead to strong action in the first three years of the Cédras
regime. In part, the humanitarian impulse was tempered both by the recent
seeming failure of American troops in Somalia, and by the fact that major
security crises were simultaneously underway in the Balkans and Rwanda.
There were limits to the military actions that U.S. leaders were willing to
take.

In 2004, in contrast, U.S.-led multilateral intervention into the newly
resurgent chaos in Haiti was quicker than it had been a decade before.
While many liberal commentators criticized the Bush administration for its
reluctance to provide more economic assistance to Aristide before the cri-
sis point was reached, it took only a few weeks for Washington to send in
the Marines once political violence broke out in Haiti in mid-January
2004. A close reading of events reveals once again, however, that human-
itarian motives on their own were insufficient to motivate intervention. As
late as mid-February, senior Bush administration officials were announc-
ing that no military intervention was likely, especially since the Pentagon
was so focused on Iraq, Afghanistan, and the potential for serious crises
elsewhere (ranging from North Korea to Iran).54

What apparently caused Washington to call for an emergency meeting
of the UN Security Council on February 29, 2004 to authorize the dispatch
of troops to Port-au-Prince—and to use the offer of safe passage to urge
Aristide out of office—was once again the threat of a refugee exodus spin-
ning out of control. This time around, the idea of keeping intercepted Hait-
ian asylum seekers for processing at the U.S. military installation in Guan-
tanamo Bay, Cuba—the policy followed in the early 1990s—would have
been difficult, given that the United States had set up a major military
prison camp there to house accused terrorists captured in Afghanistan and
elsewhere. Washington’s policy in 2004 was instead to return all Haitian
boat people back to the Port-au-Prince harbor. When armed Aristide sup-
porters seized the Haitian Coast Guard facilities at Port-au-Prince, leaving
Haitian Coast Guard personnel “fleeing for their lives,” Washington
decided it had had enough.55 This time around, it was not domestic
interest-group pressure that motivated U.S. actions, since the Congres-
sional Black Caucus voiced its support for keeping Aristide in place as the
democratically elected leader of Haiti. Instead, it was national security
interests plain and simple that led Washington to call for a UN-authorized
peace mission.

The Balkans
The motivations underlying NATO intervention in the Balkans remain
hotly contested, with cynics arguing that NATO’s major goal in both cases
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was to increase NATO’s own sense of purpose and strength, and others
responding that humanitarianism was the primary impetus behind the
efforts. As was noted in the previous chapter, NATO military intervention
in the form of air strikes in both Bosnia and Kosovo was undertaken
largely for humanitarian reasons. Intervention in Bosnia was championed
(among others) by Jewish-American lobbying groups, who argued that
genocide should never be allowed to happen again.56 Intervention in
Kosovo was supported, again among others, by humanitarian NGOs who
feared that the Albanians being driven from their homes by Serbian para-
military groups would face mass starvation and death from exposure if the
raids were not stopped.57

In both cases it was clear that the international military representatives
on the ground—lightly armed in the case of UN peacekeepers in Bosnia,
unarmed in the case of OSCE observers in Kosovo—were incapable by
themselves of stopping the ethnic cleansing that was either underway or
threatened. UNPROFOR was unable to hold the safe areas inside Bosnia
or stop the ongoing military onslaughts in Bosnia and Croatia. OSCE
monitors in Kosovo were unable either to protect themselves against grow-
ing Serb paramilitary harassment, or to stop what appeared to be plans for
a major Serbian anti-Albanian campaign in Kosovo in spring 1999. Shock-
ing news about death camps and mass rapes in Bosnia, and about massacre
sites and village attacks in Kosovo, mobilized popular support for the
interventions. Yet similar conditions in Rwanda had not prompted inter-
vention. Something besides pure humanitarianism must have separated
out the two sets of cases from each other.

The self-interested motives for intervention and peacekeeping in both
Bosnia and Kosovo are easy to enumerate. As in the case of Haiti, in both
Balkans cases a major motivation for NATO intervention was that NATO
member states feared refugee crises. Balkan refugees who had fled their
home countries were consuming state welfare resources and competing for
low-wage jobs to an extent that was perceived to threaten the economic
stability of Western Europe, especially in Germany and Italy.58 Just as was
the case in Haiti, refugee movements, especially in the case of Kosovo, car-
ried with them broader security threats. When the start of the NATO
bombing campaign caused Serbian forces to expel the Muslim population
from Kosovo, the presence of large numbers of Kosovar Muslim refugees
in Macedonia began to empower hard-line anti-Albanian politicians in
Skopje. Macedonia had been a country which seemed up until that point
capable of avoiding the ethnic violence that plagued so much of the rest of
the former Yugoslavia. The refugee crisis in Macedonia spawned real fear
that European stability was threatened once again, in an era when Europe

78 STATE I NTERESTS, H UMAN ITARIAN ISM, AN D CONTROL



was supposed to be drawing together as never before in the European
Union. This meant that a stabilizing presence was required in the region
once the bombing campaign was over.

At least part of the motivation for NATO involvement in both of these
cases was also to demonstrate allied (and especially American) resolve to
maintain the credibility of the alliance as a European security institution
after the cold war was over.59 Humanitarianism in the Balkans was but-
tressed by clear self-interest. The relative ranking of the two motivations in
NATO’s hierarchy of goals may never be firmly established; they were
intertwined.

East Timor
When Australia led the initial UN-authorized mission to restore peace fol-
lowing East Timor’s popular vote for independence from Indonesia in
1999, Canberra was motivated at least in part by the national guilt felt for
its 20-year recognition of Indonesian sovereignty over the island. Most of
the rest of the world had condemned Indonesia’s 1975 invasion of East
Timor, while Australia had opted for cooperation with the Indonesian
authorities instead.60 The Australian population now demanded humani-
tarian action by the government when Indonesia did nothing to stop the
massacres following the independence vote. A sizeable Timorese émigré
population in Australia was particularly vocal about this issue.

But Australia’s concern for East Timor was not based solely on emotion.
As noted in the previous chapter, Australia was not willing to challenge
Indonesia militarily over the question of protecting the East Timorese; it
did not sacrifice its national security interests for the sake of humanitari-
anism. Instead the intervention was delayed pending Indonesia’s permis-
sion—even though there was good intelligence available about the chaos
that would result after the referendum, and the referendum results them-
selves technically ended Indonesian claims to the territory.

Australia did react very quickly once Indonesia’s permission for inter-
vention was gained, and there is no question that humanitarianism was a
major part of Canberra’s motivation; indeed Australia pushed hard to
ensure that Indonesia would support a UN intervention sooner rather than
later. But Canberra’s interests were also caught up with East Timor’s terri-
torial proximity to Australia. The island is located around 650 km (or
around 350 mi.) from the key northern naval base at Darwin, and the
major factor shaping Australia’s defense policy since the end of the cold
war has been the perceived need to protect itself from potential instability
in the areas surrounding its territory.61 The crisis in East Timor gave the
Australian Defense Forces an opportunity to demonstrate their continuing
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value to the state after the cold war ended, since one of the scenarios that
had motivated defense planning had come to pass.

While not mentioned publicly, concerns about a refugee influx were prob-
ably part of Australian decisionmakers’ concern as well.62 Canberra has
struggled in recent years to erect barricades against an influx of economic
refugees from Southeast Asia, amidst great public outcry about unfair treat-
ment of these beleaguered groups. If a large number of real humanitarian
refugees were to join the hordes seeking entrance, Australia’s immigration
system might have been overwhelmed. Australia also hoped that a peaceful
resolution in East Timor might encourage Indonesia to pursue cooperative
solutions in other parts of its territory that were suffused with ethnic vio-
lence, leaving the sea lanes around Australia more stable in the future.

Furthermore, Australia also has a large potential economic interest in
the development of the oil and gas fields that lie in the seabed between itself
and East Timor, the so-called Timor Gap. While Australia’s earlier support
for Indonesia had ensured that Canberra would get favorable treatment in
the Timor Gap oil agreements signed in previous years, instability in East
Timor threatened the potential return on Australia’s state investments.
While the final disposition of the contracts on these fields remains
unclear—despite a treaty signed in 2002, both a border dispute and a com-
mercial lawsuit continue to stall progress—one argument that Australia
can make to the government in Dili for favorable treatment on this issue is
that it provided peacekeeping help when East Timor most needed it.

While humanitarianism certainly played a crucial role in all of the com-
plex military peacekeeping operations of the 1990s, in each case state self-
interests were also clearly involved. In each case, bringing stability to a
war-torn region served the security interests of militarily powerful states.
While the purpose was not at all the territorial competition that had moti-
vated the great powers during the colonial era, it did involve territorial
pacification abroad for the sake of security at home. Military intervention
was once again followed by at least short-term occupation, in order to
ensure that state self-interests in territorial stability were met.

Philpott argues that the security issues involved in these cases did not
involve a “direct and significant stake” for the states involved. He believes
that concerns about refugees, or about a vague definition of future Euro-
pean stability, “were hardly the direct challenges to security that realists
expect as occasions for intervention.”63 Instead, he sees the humanitarian
concerns of domestic actors inside liberal democracies, and the conver-
gence of these concerns across countries, as the primary engine for com-
plex peacekeeping operations. Certainly, in each case discussed above,
political pressure from domestic groups concerned about humanitarianism
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was a major contributing factor explaining the decision to intervene. Yet
that factor alone does not explain why intervention happens in some cases
and not others, nor does it explain the reluctance of states to intervene and
what is often a long delay in the timing of intervention. Philpott’s “civic lib-
eralism” in democracies is balanced by the concerns of hard-headed real-
ists, who demand that clear national interest direct both budgetary expen-
ditures and the use of military force. As in the colonial era, intervention
occurs because national security interests and humanitarian goals reinforce
each other, and the two motives cannot be teased apart.

As in the late colonial era, structural changes made the expansion of
intrusive peacekeeping possible. Humanitarianism and state security inter-
est were buttressed by enabling factors. In part, superior technology again
played a role; this time around, the key military advantages held by those
who led the complex peacekeeping operations included advanced night-
vision and reconnaissance equipment that allowed the tracking of rebel
formations and gun smugglers, as well as stand-off precision-strike aircraft
that permitted the international community to easily enforce its will on
those who might otherwise be recalcitrant—all technologies that under-
went massive improvement in the 1980s and 1990s in the service of other
military goals of the United States in particular (directed first against the
Soviet Union, and later against other enemies like Iraq).

Change in the structure of the international political system also played
a crucial role. The end of the cold war meant that Russia could be per-
suaded to allow the Euro-American states to lead peacekeeping interven-
tions without interfering, giving the United Nations Security Council the
ability to authorize humanitarian action in a way that would have been
unthinkable in the earlier era of frequent vetoes. Russia could even be per-
suaded, in the cases of Bosnia and Kosovo, to contribute significant mili-
tary resources to joint peacekeeping efforts, enhancing the multilateral
legitimacy of the actions taken. Structural change made the idea of occu-
pying territory for the sake of liberal democratic development possible, in
a way that it earlier would not have been.

Humanitarianism and Complex Peacekeeping

The intertwining of humanitarian and self-interested motives has an inter-
esting twist in today’s operations. In contrast to the imperial era, when
colonialism was accepted as a normal component of state policy by a
broad spectrum of political actors, today there is no agreement that com-
plex peacekeeping missions serve the national interest. As a result, the
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United States government has felt that it must convince the domestic pub-
lic (and especially the U.S. Congress) that its goals are not purely humani-
tarian when American troops are sent abroad, and that national interests
are truly at stake.64 Rather than using humanitarianism to publicly justify
policies that are pursued for underlying state security reasons, state secu-
rity interests are sometimes used to justify policies that may truly be moti-
vated by more idealistic humanitarian impulses.65

The need to demonstrate that self-interest lay behind peacekeeping deci-
sions was one of the requirements laid out by President Bill Clinton’s Pres-
idential Decision Directive (PDD) 25, “U.S. Policy on Reforming Multi-
lateral Peace Operations,” promulgated in Spring 1994.66 One of the rea-
sons that the Clinton administration did not take action to stop the
Rwandan genocide was because such action could not be justified on the
narrow grounds of self-interest that this policy laid out—a choice that
received harsh criticism from NGOs and liberal commentators.67 Yet from
the other side, PDD-25 was lambasted by conservative Republicans for its
failure to go far enough. It would not prevent peacekeeping overextension,
in their view, because “self-interest” was too ambiguously construed.68 A
somewhat similar debate about humanitarian overreach, and whether the
national interest was served by peacekeeping deployments, unfolded in
Great Britain in late 2001.69 Humanitarian motives do not serve the same
justificatory purpose that they did in the colonial era.

Yet self-interest and humanitarianism remain intertwined in today’s
complex peacekeeping operations. Not only is this because peacekeeping
operations are undertaken for both interest-based and humanitarian rea-
sons. It is also because humanitarian actions have rational, objective ben-
efits for the countries leading these operations, and help to motivate the
choices that are made. At some level, all humanitarian efforts undertaken
by peacekeeping forces have a self-interested component, since they help to
demonstrate the good will of those who have intervened (especially mili-
tary troops who might otherwise look intimidating).70 In turn this can
serve an intelligence function for the peacekeepers, since the citizenry who
believe that the military presence is benign are more likely to be forthcom-
ing with useful information.

Beyond this, though, examples from Haiti and Bosnia help to demon-
strate the range of state political motives lying behind the design of human-
itarian actions. These examples illustrate once again the twin dangers of
complex peacekeeping operations: either doing too little because of the
lack of political will to see an operation through to its conclusion, or try-
ing to do so much that it becomes impossible to leave while still maintain-
ing control over developments.
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In Haiti in 1994, the primary goal of the U.S. government was to get out
quickly and hand over operations to the United Nations. Despite the man-
agerial role that U.S. forces initially adopted inside Haitian governmental
institutions (outlined in the previous chapter), American troops were
specifically instructed not to engage in humanitarian activities that could
be classified as economic development. Those tasks were to be left to non-
governmental aid organizations,71 while the troops were to focus only on
humanitarian tasks related to their immediate mission goals of overseeing
secure elections and then leaving. In the words of one of the officers
deployed to Haiti, “The MNF had to walk a fine line between restoring
critical services and infrastructure and supplanting the very institutions
they were trying to resurrect.”72 As a result humanitarian assistance was
limited to fulfilling the immediate, pressing needs of the population, rather
than anything that might be considered “nation-building.”73

The United States wanted to ensure that it did not create a situation
where the Haitian population became dependent on its presence in the
country.74 Military engineers rebuilt electrical and water supply systems in
Haiti to get them functioning again, and put major effort into reconstruct-
ing prisons to make them both secure and humane. These things were con-
sistent with the goal of restoring immediate order so that elections could
be held. But the troops in Haiti did not get involved in village reconstruc-
tion or business development aid, the way they later would in the Balkans.

It turned out that the nongovernmental aid organizations arrived on the
scene later than expected, and there was a sense that they lacked good
coordination of their activities. This meant that while the strategy of lim-
ited aid allowed the United States to leave the country in quick order (serv-
ing Washington’s primary interest in conserving its national resources for
other tasks), it also contributed to a sense among the Haitian population
that the United States was half-hearted in its intervention.75 This may
explain why the fundamental tenor of life in Haiti did not change very
much in the ensuing years despite the change in government that the U.S.
helped oversee. Serving immediate interests in state aid policy may have
detracted from the longer-term interest in Haitian stability. This was rein-
forced by press reports in 2004, where Haitians on the ground were
quoted as saying things like, “Last time around they didn’t do much.”

Bosnia presents a very different picture. Paddy Ashdown, the High Rep-
resentative appointed to oversee the transition process in BiH in 2002,
wrote that “Bosnia will be seen as a new model for international interven-
tion—one designed not to pursue narrow national interests but to prevent
conflict, to promote human rights and to rebuild war-torn societies.”76

Ashdown is correct that narrow national interests have been, at least for
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the most part, subsumed under the interests of the international commu-
nity as a whole in BiH.77 It is nonetheless the case that the primary focus
of humanitarian action there—reconstruction designed to foster the return
of people displaced by the war—has been in tune with the national inter-
ests of the surrounding West European countries. Their goal has been to
send their Balkan refugee populations home.

Germany’s humanitarian policy in the Balkans stands out in this regard.
German military construction units that are earmarked for humanitarian
assistance work were deployed alongside other NATO troops in Bosnia,
but not under NATO command; instead they were “co-located for
national purposes.” Their goal was specifically to encourage refugee
returns, rather than other possible humanitarian goals, because Germany
felt economically burdened by the presence of Balkan refugees on its soil.78

This caused some officials at NATO headquarters to believe that the Ger-
man troops were there primarily to serve German national interests.79

Yet Germany is not unique. While NATO troops as a whole have
engaged in more immediate, purely humanitarian aid (such as flood relief
and clothing donations), a major goal of all military humanitarian assis-
tance work in Bosnia has been to encourage refugees to return. Civilian
Military Cooperation (CIMIC) units have engaged in everything from
road and bridge reconstruction around targeted villages,80 to demining
operations in destroyed housing sites,81 to the rebuilding of electrical infra-
structure,82 for one major purpose: to facilitate the return of minority
groups to their original homes. Even when the immediate relocation of dis-
placed people has been merely from one area in BiH to another, the process
had positive feedback on the overall refugee situation, since the internally
displaced were themselves often occupying homes left by others because of
the war.83 When one group left, the other could return. Analysts for the
U.S. Naval War College have called SFOR’s policy in Bosnia “a policy of
deliberate politicization of assistance.”84

These military efforts have complemented the strategies of civilian aid
agencies working in BiH. The European Commission, for example, has
funded small-scale projects to encourage refugee returns, often disbursing
this money through SFOR military civil affairs projects.85 The European
Union and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees together created what
was called an “Open Cities” program, which targeted international recon-
struction assistance to villages whose mayors expressed a willingness to
allow and encourage refugee returns, and denied financial aid to those
whose mayors opposed this goal.86 National aid agencies supporting the
peacekeeping efforts, including both the British Department for Interna-
tional Development (DFID) and the Canadian International Development
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Agency (CIDA), have similarly focused their efforts on the return and rein-
tegration of displaced persons to their original homes. Their conditional
aid has gone, for example, to small business owners who employ multi-
ethnic returnees, and who donate a significant share of their profits to mul-
tiethnic community rebuilding efforts.87

All of these efforts at encouraging returns in BiH have been designed to
control political developments in the country, to ensure that an ethnically
mixed polity emerges in the future. But their results have been indetermi-
nate. On one hand, the overall number of returnees seems large. As of late
2002, UN High Commissioner on Refugees data indicated that 367,000
“minority returns” had occurred in BiH—in other words, cases where peo-
ple chose to reclaim or rebuild homes in locales where they are members of
ethnic minority populations, surrounded by members of the ethnic groups
who had engaged in ethnic cleansing against them during the war. There
are many examples where individual towns have regained the mixed ethnic
balance levels they enjoyed before the war broke out.88 This has happened
under strong pressure from the international community for local officials
to enforce the property reclamation laws that were put into effect under the
Dayton process. It often required the international community to intrude
into the details of local contracts and land survey assessments.89

Yet many of those who have taken repossession of their homes have
done so merely to sell or exchange them, because they believed that as eth-
nic minorities they lacked good opportunities for education and employ-
ment in hostile ethnic areas.90 When home-owners have returned, it is often
older members of the family who have gone back, since working-age peo-
ple have found better jobs in other locations. The schooling available to
ethnic minority children is also often inferior to that available elsewhere.91

Perhaps the greatest indicator that ethnic reintegration has moved more
slowly in BiH than the international community had hoped is that in the
October 2002 general elections, held seven years after the Dayton accords
had been signed, the same nationalist parties responsible for waging the
war still did quite well. Even durable and well-funded humanitarian efforts
that are directed at political change are difficult to make succeed.

International Law and the Justification of Foreign Control

One key indicator of the importance that countries place on justifying their
actions in the public eye, whatever their true underlying motives, is their
decision to turn to international law to support their choices. Great Britain,
France, and the United States all actively participated in the drawing
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up of a series of international agreements about colonialism in Africa in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They wanted to legiti-
mate their actions in the eyes of international law as it existed at that time.
They also saw international law as a means for furthering their control
over territory, by limiting what their competitors could do in response to
their own actions.

The diplomatic agreements of that era reflected the obligation these
states believed themselves to have to work toward humanitarian goals in
their colonies. The most prominent example was the Berlin Conference
General Act of 1885, an international agreement signed by the major
European and American powers at a conference convened by Otto von Bis-
marck, Chancellor of the German Empire. The primary purpose of the act
was to draw up borders and divide the African continent into distinct
colonial jurisdictions, to prevent unnecessary war and protectionist trade
competition among the imperial states. This contributed to the imperial-
ists’ overall goal of saving money; when geographical areas were recog-
nized as belonging to particular empires, there was less need to defend
them from the predatory ambitions of other states.92

But this agreement also contained a humanitarian plank. It said that:

All the powers exercising sovereign rights or influence in the afore-
mentioned [African] territories bind themselves to watch over the
preservation of native tribes, and to care for the improvement of the
conditions of their moral and material well-being and to help in sup-
pressing slavery, and especially the Slave Trade. They shall, without
distinction of creed or nation, protect and favor all religious, scien-
tific, or charitable institutions and undertakings created and organ-
ized for the above ends, or which aim at instructing the natives and
bringing home to them the blessings of civilization.93

A later conference convened in Brussels in 1889–90 continued to focus
the attention of the imperial states on the need to abolish the slave trade,
as well as to control the trade in small arms, in their African colonies.94

The legal components of these agreements have been criticized for their
frailty. There were no binding treaties passed, merely agreements that did
not require ratification in parliament. Boundaries between imperial hold-
ings in Africa were recognized primarily because it was in the imperialists’
self-interest to do so, and not because of the existence of the accords them-
selves.95 And as far as humanitarianism is concerned, some analysts claim
that the good intentions reflected in the documents remained only on
paper.96 The references to moral obligations were vague, and may have
been inserted primarily to satisfy the missionaries who attended the pro-
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ceedings. Tellingly in this regard, the Berlin Conference did not recognize
the principle of self-determination. Africans themselves were not invited to
participate in the meetings.97 The American representative to the Berlin
Conference raised this as an issue for discussion, suggesting that local con-
sent and self-determination were important humanitarian issues, but he
was rebuffed. The European imperialists wanted to preserve their freedom
to make ad hoc arrangements with individual local chieftains whom they
might buy off from time to time, and to avoid overarching legal recogni-
tion of any specific model of local African authority.98

The neglect of self-determination was seen to be legitimate because the
international legal principles of that time did not apply universally to all
international actors. Instead, as Robert H. Jackson eloquently notes, sov-
ereignty, or the right (and responsibility) to control one’s own territorial
destiny, was assumed to belong only to states who accepted the norms of
Western civilization. States were recognized as legitimate holders of “pos-
itive sovereignty” when their existence was based on some kind of consti-
tutional order, and when they were considered to be responsible actors by
other holders of sovereignty.99 This meant that the legal principle of sover-
eignty divided the world into two categories: those who were members of
the club because of their high moral standing, and those who were fated to
be dependencies because of their continuing threat of unruliness. In effect,
there was the world of the settled and acceptable West, and the backward,
disordered rest.100 Africa was considered terra nullius (land without prior
ownership), even though it was populated, because no “civilized” state
had owned the land before.101

The effort to legitimate colonialism through the use of international law
reflected the paternalism of the entire humanitarian impulse at that time.
The imperialists had to take care of their colonies because the colonies
were incapable of taking care of themselves. The colonies were like chil-
dren, needing guidance from states who were more mature. International
law, in the words of Ethan A. Nadelman, had its roots “in the notions and
patterns of acceptable behavior established by the more powerful Western
European states,” reflecting European dominance.102

It would be easy to stop there and say that there is only a surface resem-
blance between the colonial use of international law to justify empire, and
the modern use of international law by the United Nations system in its
peacekeeping operations. Today’s international law, after all, is universal,
not imposed by the great powers. But the two-tiered legal system of pater-
nalistic oversight continued throughout the era of decolonization, first
with the League of Nations mandate system, and then through the UN
Trusteeship Council. It began to unravel only when Third World states
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started to be granted independent voices in the UN General Assembly in
the late 1960s.103

Some might suggest that it would be better to compare complex peace-
keeping operations, and the way that the international community uses
them to control political developments in particular territories, to the UN
trusteeship system than to colonialism. Trusteeship is a less politically
charged term, and its oversight by the UN implies a multilateralist benefi-
cence that colonialism lacks. Conceptually, however, trusteeship was based
on the same legitimating principles of inequality and paternalism that colo-
nialism used, and was no more palatable to its subjects. When it was
devised as a system, shortly after the UN was founded at the close of World
War II, the UN was dominated by the same three powers whose imperial-
ism is discussed here: the United States, Great Britain, and France.

International law plays a much more important role today in legitimat-
ing state action on complex peacekeeping missions that it did in the impe-
rial era. Resolutions passed by the United Nations Security Council are
binding on all UN members, and the mandates they set for peacekeeping
missions genuinely direct and limit the actions that are taken in the field.
States tend to accept the norms behind these international laws because
they wish to maintain reputations for being good international actors. This
means that international discussions about who will administer a war-torn
territory under which sets of laws, about who will command a peace-
keeping mission and which rules will limit the use of force, and about who
is responsible for which kinds of political and economic development assis-
tance, have practical implications and are not just paper agreements.

Yet a similarly tiered system of international authority is still in place,
even though it no longer divides sovereign from nonsovereign states. The
most crucial tier is based on the fact that the United States, the Soviet
Union, and Great Britain were the victors in World War II. Together they
set up an international legal system, the UN Charter, which they hoped
would guarantee their continued cooperation after the war and would
reward their allies while ensuring that neither Germany nor Japan could
threaten international security in the future. They made themselves, their
ally France, and (what was then nationalist) China the permanent five (P-
5) members of the UN Security Council, thereby giving themselves and
their friends the authority to create and enforce binding resolutions on the
international community.104 The veto power that they maintain to this day
helps to determine what is considered legitimate and illegitimate in inter-
national intervention (even though it does not determine whether such
intervention takes place). It helps to ensure that UN authorized peace
operations remain under the control of the great powers.
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All UN member states must abide by the resolutions passed by the Secu-
rity Council, including resolutions that set up peacekeeping operations.
Only the P-5 may veto a resolution, and this means that their tacit support
is achieved through private negotiation before any realistic peacekeeping
resolution is brought to the table.105 This makes them an exclusive club for
important negotiations. Ten additional states sit on the Security Council as
rotating members, and nine affirmative votes from the 15-member Coun-
cil are required for a measure to pass, so the P-5 cannot rule without the
support of other UN members. They nonetheless effectively control the
mandates behind the creation of peacekeeping missions, because nothing
can be implemented in the Security Council without their approval. In the
words of Barry O’Neill, the rotating members of the Security Council have
“tiny power,” since “it is rare that a nonveto player will be in a position to
make a difference.”106

This same P-5 has an overwhelming level of influence over who gets
appointed to the position of UN Secretary General, since each of them can
veto potential candidates. While the Secretary General’s office has little
direct authority, its holder can set the agenda of discussion through public
pronouncements and quiet diplomacy. As a result the Secretary General
helps influence where and how peacekeepers are sent on missions.

Together these things mean that the viewpoints of the P-5 end up dom-
inating current discussions in the international community about what
limits should be placed on complex peacekeeping activity. P-5 member
China (which was granted the seat previously occupied by Taiwan in the
early 1970s) sends very few peacekeepers abroad. Unless the question of
recognition of Taiwan is somehow involved in a peacekeeping mandate,
Beijing tends to remain relatively quiet about how peacekeeping missions
are carried out. It may abstain on a key vote, rather than supporting a res-
olution, but its vetoes are rare.107 Russia, the fifth member of the club
(which inherited the seat occupied by the USSR when the Soviet Union
ended in 1991), can sometimes stand in the way of peacekeeping mission
approval. But in practice in recent years, Russian support for complex
peacekeeping missions is usually obtained by the United States and Europe
either through including Russian troops on missions near Russian territory
(as was the case in Bosnia and Kosovo), or by making it clear that consen-
sus is part of the overall package of Russian entry into the community of
developed democracies.

Effectively what this means is that it is still the United States, Great
Britain, and France who are the decisive voices in making complex peace-
keeping policy. While most complex peacekeeping decisions now are mul-
tilateral, requiring support from other states in a way that colonial policy
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did not, the same three states remain dominant players when it comes to
decisions about intervening into the political systems of other countries.
The same set of players still have the ability to make sure that international
legal norms meet their own state self-interests. Universalism is not as
strong a norm as it might first appear.

This was seen as recently as spring 2003 in the wrangling over inter-
vention in Iraq: the crucial actors were the United States and Great Britain
on one side, and France on the other, supported by Russia. One of the fun-
damental reasons that agreement could not be reached between them on
authorizing an invasion of Iraq was that France and Russia came to log-
gerheads with the United States over their conflicting state interests. France
and Russia wanted to maintain the oil contracts their state-supported com-
panies had signed under the regime of Saddam Hussein, and also to limit
Washington’s ability in general to use its unprecedented military power
unilaterally in ways that might be opposed to the interests of Paris and
Moscow. The United States wanted the freedom to use its military
resources as it saw fit for the sake of increasing its own ability to influence
political developments in the region, and perhaps its own control of eco-
nomic resources in the long run. All of the players used legal terminology
in their debates in the United Nations, but it was fundamentally state inter-
est that set the boundaries of international legal interpretation.

The fact that state interest underlies international law matters a great
deal, now in particular, because peacekeeping operations have changed so
much in recent years and are much more intrusive than they used to be.
As the previous chapter makes clear, over the past decade complex peace-
keeping operations have infringed more and more on the sovereignty of
the areas where they are deployed. This has been done largely on the ini-
tiative of the liberal democratic great powers, who see intervention to
safeguard human rights as a legitimate activity. The practice has been
strongly endorsed by UN Secretary General Kofi A. Annan—again reflect-
ing the importance of the power to choose the Secretary General—who
argued in 1999 that individuals have sovereignty as well as states, and
that state sovereignty should not be a shield for human rights viola-
tions.108 Many non-Western states, who are less powerful and who have
contested human rights records themselves, objected to Annan’s state-
ments.109 They pointed out that the UN Charter is based on the funda-
mental principle of defense of state sovereignty against aggression. The
controversy was reflected in Annan’s Millennium Report a year later,
which spoke of the dilemma the UN faced between defending humanity
and defending sovereignty.110

But the liberal democratic mindset is clearly winning the struggle. With
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time, peacekeeping operations in practice are becoming more and more
associated with the ceding of territorial sovereignty to the international
community. The 1995 Dayton Accords set up the intrusive Office of the
High Representative for BiH, which has the right to fire democratically
elected officials and mandate laws by fiat in order to move the country in
the direction the international community wants it to go. The interim
administration for Kosovo was appointed by UN officials in 1999 to over-
see everything from the creation of new police and judiciary systems to
education and health policy. While a Kosovo-wide assembly was demo-
cratically elected in November 2001, and a president chosen the following
February, UNMIK refused to accept a framework text that said “the
express will of the people” would determine Kosovo’s future, because the
Security Council has not yet reached agreement about whether Kosovo
should become an independent state or remain a province of Serbia.111 And
in East Timor, the United Nations effectively ran the country for more than
two years, amidst complaints that outsiders were not taking sufficient
measures either to encourage or to train members of the local population
to take over government duties.

In other words, even though the international legal framework that
guides peacekeeping operations is much more robust than the one which
justified (at least in the minds of the occupiers) colonial occupation, and
even though there is no question that peacekeeping operations have a
strong humanitarian component, the same basic power structure (with its
attendant set of state interests) continues to function today. Despite many
statements that peacekeeping is designed to assist self-determination, the
great powers (with the exception of the 1994 Haiti mission) have not been
overly eager to relinquish sovereignty to the people living in the areas
where peacekeepers are sent. Instead, as the previous chapter emphasizes,
their goal has been to maintain international dominance in these regions
until the trajectory of events demonstrates that liberal democratic values
have taken hold. The goal is to control political developments in territories
not yet ready for independent statehood.

It appears that the United States in 2003 began to take this trend a step
further. It acted unilaterally in Iraq with a few well-chosen friends, not
truly multilaterally, and its policies thus flew in the face of international
law. Yet it appears that one major goal of the Bush administration’s inva-
sion of Iraq was to forcibly establish a more liberal democratic regime in
Baghdad, which would then spread its influence to the entire Middle East
region.112 In other words, the conjunction of interests and humanitarian-
ism in empire may have come full circle, in ways that set the course of
peacekeeping operations in the future.
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Why the Similarities Matter

When all of these comparisons are drawn together, the fundamental mes-
sage that comes through is that states leading complex peacekeeping oper-
ations, like states leading colonial occupations, will make choices that they
perceive as being in accordance with their security interests. They will
intervene in ugly humanitarian crises, as they earlier intervened in their
colonial possessions, only when they can do so at limited cost, and only
when they can justify their actions as preserving important national goals.
On these peacekeeping missions, they will pursue liberal democratic assis-
tance policies that are designed to further their ultimate ends of establish-
ing a secure international environment, much as the humanitarian actions
of a century ago furthered the desire to expand the boundaries of the “civ-
ilized” world. In both cases, these ultimate ends are associated with a
desire to control the direction of political developments in the countries
where intervention is occurring.

This means that the designers of complex peacekeeping operations may
be able to learn something from the colonial experience about what hap-
pens when outsiders try to control the political events in foreign societies.
In the earlier imperial era, these attempts often backfired because concern
about costs, coupled with insufficient political will, meant that the grand
humanitarian goals of the capitals were not realized in practice. For dif-
ferent reasons and through different trajectories, a similar disconnect
between goals and means is evident today. It is this topic that the next
chapter addresses.
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Afghanistan, Summer 20021

Throughout the summer of 2002,fighting between rival warlords continued
as it had for almost thirty years. The private armies of the warlords some-
times numbered in the tens of thousands, and huge caches of arms were
found throughout the countryside. In an effort to stop these clashes, the
United States began to train a new national army, hoping that it would be
able to reestablish the peace. But the largely illiterate soldiers of this new
army were not well paid and had a tendency to desert their posts. The war-
lords refused to let their best men join the national force, fearing that the
new army would be used against them if it ever became strong enough.

Organized violence permeated the country. Dozens of civilians were
killed in the eastern city of Gardez when a warlord attacked it with rockets.
On the western border, the town of Zaranj was considered so dangerous
that the United Nations would not allow refugees to return to it. In the
northern city of Mazar-e-Sharif, a member of the local population who
worked for the UN Food and Agricultural Agency was dragged out of bed in
the middle of the night and shot; another UN worker in the same city had
his home attacked by an armed gang who raped all of the women living
there. The newly appointed governor of the southern province of Khost
could not take up his duties because a local warlord would not let him. The
warlord’s brother occupied the governor’s offices with a large group of
armed men; after promising to vacate the premises so that the government

(continued)
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Afghanistan, Summer 2002 (continued)

could establish itself, he returned later the same night to sleep in the
building with his militia. Meanwhile, the markets in this provincial capital
were shuttered because of the violence, and protective sandbags lined the
street corners and rooftops to try to stop the passage of bullets.

A small peacekeeping force (known by the acronym ISAF), led first by
Great Britain and then by Turkey, worked under UN authorization in the
capital of Kabul. Its presence probably dampened local street violence, but
it was forbidden from going beyond the territory of the city. In Kabul, five
policemen were arrested in uniform for firing on this peacekeeping force.
It turned out that their intended target was not the peacekeepers, but a
local police chief. 160 people were arrested by the central government
because of what the authorities said was an attempt to destabilize the
new regime. An assassination attempt against the Minister of Defense
failed, but the bomb that was used killed five innocent bystanders. A cou-
ple of months later, an assassination attempt against one of Afghanistan’s
three vice presidents succeeded.

Beyond the small official peacekeeping force,American and allied special
forces troops also provided aid to the local population in strategically impor-
tant regions where Taliban and al Qaeda forces might still be hiding,aid that
sometimes resembled complex peacekeeping operations in other places in
the world. The Americans attempted to stop fighting between warlords in
areas where ongoing U.S. military operations were at stake, and sent sol-
diers to guard the presidential palace, but made clear in their press confer-
ences that those efforts were secondary to their main military mission.

A drought plagued the country, and local health officials reported that
disease and malnutrition levels were increasing. Western governments
and international aid agencies did provide food and agricultural assis-
tance, medicine and health care, clothing and educational materials to the
local population, but their efforts were concentrated in the larger towns
and cities, which were actually less needy than rural areas. Anyone who
traveled away from large population centers was likely to be attacked by
bandits, so aid simply could not get through elsewhere. Much more
money was promised to the country than was actually delivered. This was
at least in part because international donors believed lawlessness and
instability in the country were so great that any additional money would
simply disappear.

As the U.S.-led war against al Qaeda and the Taliban wound down,
the liberal democratic international community vacillated about how to
approach Afghanistan’s future. On the one hand, the international com-
munity wanted a strong, stable, westward-leaning central government
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to emerge in Kabul. The United States and its allies pressured various
Afghan leaders to ensure that the loya jirga, the grand council of political
representatives that met in June 2002, elected Hamid Karzai as the country’s
transitional leader. Karzai practiced tolerance toward Afghanistan’s compet-
ing ethnic groups and factions, and was seen by the West as someone who
could forge a cooperative government to overcome the legacy of the long
civil war.

On the other hand, the United States—and every other capable coun-
try as well—was reluctant to create the large and robust international
peacekeeping operation that Karzai wanted to have deployed on Afghan
territory. The situation in Afghanistan was allowed to crumble back into
the same anarchy that it saw in the 1990s after the withdrawal of Soviet
occupation forces. Even while U.S.-led forces were battling the remnants
of the Taliban and al Qaeda in one area of the country, the groundwork
was being laid elsewhere in Afghanistan for the resurgence of anti-
Western militancy and terrorism in years to come.

While the security situation in Afghanistan quickly fell off the front-page
headlines of major U.S. newspapers as the war wound down in 2002, con-
ditions there did not improve greatly with time. The Taliban regrouped
and staged raids from Pakistani territory. Warlords continued to fight the
battles they had waged against each other for the past two decades. Both
the remnant coalition forces throughout the country and the peacekeepers
in Kabul endured ongoing attacks. Amidst all this, the civilian population
suffered, and their trust in the good will of the international community
declined as their hopes for a peaceful new life were not realized.
Afghanistan was a country crying out for a robust, large-scale UN-
authorized peacekeeping force to restore order, but the United States
refused to lead such a force itself, and no one else volunteered for the job.2

Finally in mid-October 2003, NATO forces (who had taken over the
peacekeeping mission a few months before) were authorized to spread out
to other selected regions of the country, cooperating with the U.S. occupa-
tion forces under an expanded UN Security Council mandate.3

Unfortunately this set of circumstances, where powerful states are slow
to send robust forces into dangerous and difficult situations, and solid
peacekeeping operations are delayed as a result, is all too typical. Some-
times pundits chastise the United States for being the world’s policeman,
but in fact the opposite is true: Washington is reluctant to use its resources

POLITICAL WI LL  AN D SECU RITY 95



for police operations, and in the absence of American leadership there is
often no one else willing to take on the responsibility.

In recent times we have seen this lack of American follow-through even
in circumstances where U.S. military action has contributed to the insta-
bility in a society. The scenario of postwar Afghanistan was immediately
repeated in Iraq, where the Pentagon appeared to have no cohesive plans
in place for what would happen after the spring 2003 war. Weeks after the
active war ended, armed gangs roamed not only the countryside but also
the capital of Baghdad itself, looting everything from books off university
shelves to the city’s electrical power grid cables. No one stopped them.4

Kurds and Arabs in the north of Iraq resumed the armed clashes that many
experts had predicted as soon as the Baath regime security forces were out
of the way. American troops were initially flummoxed.5 The failure of
American troops to even guard the arsenals of the old regime soon had
tragic consequences, as moderate local leaders, the American occupiers,
and even the broader international aid community in Iraq found them-
selves subject to deadly terrorist bombings. Insurgents targeted everything
from the mosques of anti-extremist Muslim clerics to the Baghdad head-
quarters of both the United Nations and the International Committee for
the Red Cross—not to mention the hotel where the U.S. occupation regime
was based and the daily patrols by American troops.

It was obvious that something like this was likely to happen in
Afghanistan and Iraq without the presence of robust outside policing
before either war started. The failure of the United States to learn the les-
sons of the past decade of its involvement in complex peacekeeping oper-
ations was in some sense shocking. Yet the lack of political will to deploy
forces for effective security keeping isn’t a new phenomenon among great
powers who intervene abroad. This chapter explores how insufficient
political will hobbled the effectiveness of attempts to achieve security in
foreign societies in both the imperial and complex peacekeeping eras.

In both eras, intervention in the periphery was a relatively low priority
for the great powers. This meant that the security policies followed by the
occupying forces in both the colonies and the peace-kept territories were
not always well matched to the supposed political goals of the states who
sent them there. Stable political development isn’t possible if people are
afraid for their lives and possessions. The absence of real security in the tar-
get countries undermined the ability of the intervening states to gain the
kind of political control they sought.

In the imperial era, the problem was that military forces on the ground
were allowed to do too much, without sufficient oversight from their cap-
itals. Despite their strong interest in establishing territorial mastery of their
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colonies, each of the three liberal imperial powers wanted to keep their
costs in running the colonies as low as possible. As a result, they directed
many fewer bureaucratic resources to their colonies than toward other
aspects of their foreign and defense policy. The resulting lack of policy
attention meant that colonialism suffered from inconsistency, and that
those ruled by outsiders suffered from the arbitrary and sometimes cruel
decisions made by administrators who were unchecked by their client
states back home. The message that the empires hoped to instill in the
colonies, that all good things come from cooperation with liberal great
powers, was not conveyed in practice.

In recent times, the problem has been that military forces on the ground
have often been prevented for political reasons from doing enough to
ensure their control over the security situation in target countries. Like the
colonial operations that preceded them, complex peacekeeping operations
have also tended to be a relatively low priority for the states that have led
them. As a result, especially in the cases where the United States has played
a significant role in leading the operations, the primary concern has been
to preserve the future war-fighting capabilities of the troops, rather than to
do the best possible job of securing the societies whose welfare is at stake.
Further concerns about cost have led Washington to rely increasingly on
reservists rather than active-duty soldiers for what amount to long-term
and dangerous hardship tours abroad. The domestic political costs of this
choice have further sapped the will of the United States to lead robust
peacekeeping operations with confidence.

Then there is the issue of casualties. The United States goes to war with
the expectation that it will suffer casualties in combat. But at least part of
the problem faced in these supposedly non-combat situations is that U.S.
troops sent on peacekeeping operations—as well as occupation duty—
along with those of some of the NATO ally states, have often been
instructed to privilege their own safety over the achievement of mission
goals. This has meant they have to limit their participation in activities that
resemble policing—things ranging from guard duty to riot control—
because police work in unstable societies is inherently dangerous. Since
adequate civilian police forces have not been available to fill the gap, secu-
rity has suffered, as has the local population’s trust in the intentions of the
international community. It is hard to convince people to follow a partic-
ular model of government when doing so doesn’t bring them personal
security.

We saw the consequences of these combined problems most starkly in
both Afghanistan and Iraq. As soon as the war in Afghanistan was won,
war against Iraq topped the U.S. defense agenda and the Pentagon wanted
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to focus its personnel requirements on the Gulf. As soon as the open war-
fare period in Iraq was won, attention shifted again, to the possibility of
war in Korea and to instability in Liberia and Colombia, and the Pentagon
appeared surprised and dismayed to learn that a minimum of 100,000 U.S.
troops would be required for the secure occupation of Iraq.6

It might appear that the colonial era and the peacekeeping era are at
opposite ends of the spectrum. Imperial militaries were often too brutal in
the actions they took, and peacekeepers are often too reluctant to take
action. Yet there has been a key common factor explaining these situa-
tions—both have been low priority and underfunded activities—and a key
common result: the chosen methods of using military forces on the ground
have subverted the ability of outsiders to achieve security in target soci-
eties. And in turn, insecurity has made the idea of achieving control over
the political agenda in those societies difficult to achieve.

The Costs of Inattention in Colonialism

Since the imperial powers had a strong interest in the occupation and wel-
fare of their colonies (as chapter 3 argued), it would seem logical to con-
clude that colonial policy should have received a great deal of attention in
the capitals. Yet it did not. Even though Great Britain, France and the
United States all believed at the turn of the twentieth century that their
colonies were important to their security interests, their foreign policy
attention was focused elsewhere. The primary concern for each of them—
and indeed the reason for their occupation of colonies in the first place—
was the competition they faced from the other great powers and their fears
of future great-power war in Europe. The details of how their empires were
run were much less interesting and important to the overall scheme of their
security strategies than was the European theater, as long as their ability to
occupy colonial territory was maintained. In practice, this meant that the
actions taken by imperial representatives in the colonies received little
attention or oversight, either from the imperial governments at home or
from the public at large.

The national military command hierarchy in each of the three imperial
capitals wanted to ensure that precious defense resources would not be
wasted on the colonies. The focus of military planning at the turn of the
twentieth century was on the great power skirmishes that occurred in
Europe as the Ottoman and Hapsburg empires declined, and on the war
between the great powers that everyone thought would arrive soon (and
indeed did arrive in 1914 with the outbreak of World War I). Those at the
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top believed that the tactics used against poorly armed native uprisings in
the colonial frontiers were irrelevant for these more important upcoming
wars, and the generals feared that troops too accustomed to colonial
actions might be left badly prepared for real battle.7 The idea that what the
troops did in the colonies was unimportant for real military planning cer-
tainly contributed to the capitals’ relative neglect of colonial administra-
tion, which in practice was often conducted by military governors.

Neglect meant that there was no sustained bureaucratic effort to create
consistent, long-term strategies of colonial development. Few central state
resources were directed toward supervising what went on in the field. As a
result, colonial polices varied significantly over time as newly elected gov-
ernments came and went, and the directives handed down by ministerial
officials were often not actually implemented.8 Even the standard truism
that the French practiced an assimilationist policy in their colonies, trying
to make the occupied people second-class Frenchmen, while the British
practiced a policy of indirect rule, allowing the occupied to be themselves
as long as they gave allegiance to the crown, turns out to be more a con-
venient fiction of the capitals than an accurate description of imperial real-
ity. Administrators in the field tried whatever they thought might work to
keep the subject populations in check, whether or not it fit with the goals
of their capitals.

Neglect was exacerbated by the technical shortcomings that made com-
municating across long distances difficult at that time in history. Detailed
oversight from the capitals was not feasible, certainly not in anything
resembling real-time. As a result, colonial populations found themselves
subject to the judgments and whims of individual administrators on the
ground. All three imperial capitals largely allowed the “man on the spot”
in the colonies to decide what to do in any given circumstance, because he
was seen as the expert who had the most knowledge about what the real
situation on the ground was. A new term, “man-on-the-spotism,” was
even coined to describe the lack of clear planning that went into colonial
developments.9

Neglect from the capitals allowed the military officers who often served
in colonial governorship roles to ignore their orders to show restraint, and
instead to brutalize the locals with impunity. While many colonial officials
were well intentioned, not all of them were. Some scholars have even
argued that colonial service attracted sadistic and violent misfits from
mainstream society, who knew they could torture and kill people without
consequence, and who faced little competition for jobs that were consid-
ered by most people in the capitals to be unpleasant because of their health
risks and inconvenient locations and facilities.10
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The instances of abuse tended to be concentrated in the dangerous areas
where counterinsurgency campaigns were being waged. Many officers
resented the force restrictions they officially faced, believing that colonial
populations could only be tamed through violence that would show them
who was boss. Especially when the colonial occupation forces were tar-
geted for vicious attack by guerrilla fighters whom they considered bar-
barians, the desire for revenge could easily lead enraged soldiers to lose
sight of the broader imperial goals of carrying out a low-cost and peaceful
occupation of the colonies. Even British officers, who are the most famous
(and often self-congratulatory) advocates of waging hearts and minds cam-
paigns, regularly stooped to the temptation to carry out indiscriminate
retaliatory violence against villages and crowds when individuals attacked
or thwarted them.11 Crops were burned, homes were destroyed, and guns
were shot into peaceful political gatherings. Obviously, the knowledge that
these events had happened filtered out to people living in the stable areas
of the colonies, and the cruel and deadly actions taken in the counterin-
surgency campaigns tended to undermine the efficacy of the hearts and
minds campaigns waged elsewhere.

In both Britain and France, officers sent to the colonies were widely
viewed as being socially inferior to their counterparts who remained in the
capitals.12 Often they were people who were unable to buy their way into
a more desirable posting in a comfortable location. This meant they had
something to prove, and prove themselves they did. After serving in the
colonies these officers often had an even harder time fitting back into the
metropolitan armies in the capitals, because their comrades resented the
medals they had won through their exploits.13 Colonial officers often rose
to the top ranks because of their battle achievements. In France, most of
the high command who fought in World War I had colonial experience,14

despite the previous suspicion that those who fought in the colonies were
unprepared for real war; and in Britain, almost every regiment cycled some
units through service in India at the least.15

Military medals and promotion at this time were largely earned through
conquest16—which of course gave the “man on the spot” in the colonies
an incentive to provoke skirmishes and engage in territorial expansion
even when it went against the orders he had received from his capital. In
the words of one British colonial veteran who came from a military family
himself, growing up in Pashtun territory at the fringes of the Indian colony,
“The [Northwest Frontier] was a wonderful training ground. . . . Enough
people got killed and wounded to keep everybody on their toes. There was
always the chance of winning a decoration and the certainty of a campaign
medal. Many a military reputation had been built on a Frontier war.”17
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This meant that colonial commanders would sometimes provoke war-
fare in order to have an excuse to expand their areas of control, without
the knowledge of their capitals.18 Given inadequate communication capa-
bilities and the general lack of public interest in the colonies, officers on the
ground were assumed to be the most knowledgeable people about local
conditions and were respected for their expertise. Especially when those
officers said that security was deteriorating and that going to battle was
necessary in order to maintain existing colonial possessions, their capitals
tended not to doubt them or to investigate too deeply.19

In imperial times, then, even when seemingly liberal states were in the
lead, neglect and inattention meant that the humanitarian intentions of the
capitals were often not realized in the field. The messages that the empires
wished to send about political and social reform were not adequately com-
municated, and instead the subject populations rightly associated colo-
nialism with arbitrary violence. The imperial capitals lacked the political
will to put adequate resources toward solving the complex problems that
surrounded the governing of their colonies, and as a result they lost a tool
to help them in their quest for political control. Even though, as chapter 3
has argued, they had an incentive to win over the colonial populations for
the sake of low-cost rule, they squandered the good will of their subjects
by failing to put sufficient effort into overseeing their agents in the field.

The Costs of Not Prioritizing Peacekeeping

In contrast, military activities on complex peacekeeping operations have
not lacked oversight. If anything, they have been constrained too tightly by
governments at home who are eager to conserve resources for more impor-
tant activities. The actions of peacekeepers are often second-guessed in
their capitals for the sake of domestic political battles being waged at
home. Despite this difference in the political management of operations, a
similar underlying factor often impeded the effectiveness of both kinds of
operation: in both eras, the capitals have focused their foreign and defense
policy attention elsewhere. Complex peacekeeping missions often end up
being less successful than they could have been because the noble goals that
originally inspired the intervention are not adequately connected to the
means that are actually available to use in them. Political officials do not
want peacekeeping troops to enter into danger that could lead to casual-
ties—and hence political costs—especially when those costs could affect
other, more important, war-fighting missions.

In the 1990s it was thought that the problem of low political will that
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often plagued peacekeeping operations might be resolved by having single
strong states or “coalitions of the willing” lead these operations. Having
lead states with strong interests in the operations’ outcome was also iden-
tified as a way to overcome the inadequacies in training, intelligence, and
coordination that so often bedevil traditional Chapter Six peacekeeping
missions. All the same, the states involved in Chapter Seven operations are
still often unwilling to provide the resources that would be truly necessary
to fully perform the tasks at hand. It is especially instructive to focus on the
example of the United States, because U.S. military forces were usually key
players in the complex peacekeeping missions of the 1990s.

U.S. leadership in the UN Security Council (and in NATO) has often
been necessary for the missions to get off the ground, even in cases such as
Interfet in East Timor where U.S. forces played a relatively small role in the
overall operation. (While the small number of U.S. troops there primarily
provided logistics and communication support and advice, Australian
forces maintain that the American presence was absolutely crucial to Inter-
fet’s success.) Military budgets and personnel levels were drastically cut
throughout Western Europe and North America just as the number and
complexity of peacekeeping operations was growing in the 1990s, because
the publics in these countries wanted a peace divided in the aftermath of
the cold war. This meant that states were not eager to take on the respon-
sibilities and expense involved in leading complex peace operations. With
few exceptions, a common pattern emerged: political leadership by the
wealthiest and most powerful state, the United States, was necessary for a
complex peacekeeping mission to come into being.20

Yet the U.S. was reluctant to lead if the risk of casualties was too high.
Throughout the presidential administrations of both Bill Clinton and
George W. Bush, the idea of sending U.S. forces on peacekeeping missions
engendered a great deal of domestic political controversy. Often the debate
followed party lines, with Democrats arguing on behalf of a major peace-
keeping role for U.S. military forces, and conservative Republican legisla-
tors and administration officials responding that American defense
resources—including the lives of troops and the willingness of the public
to support the military—should be conserved for more important mis-
sions. In 2002, for example, when talking about events in Afghanistan,
numerous Republican White House and Defense Department officials
called peacekeeping activities “nonmilitary” operations, referring to them
as tasks that anyone could do, whereas no one else could take on the war-
fighting responsibilities of U.S. soldiers.21

But in cases where a strong U.S. national interest in having a military
presence in a peacekeeping operation has been clearly at stake, American
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troops have not stayed home. Instead they are sent on missions even when
they lack the range of resources to actually accomplish mission goals.
Often, too few troops with the wrong kind of training are sent on missions
that are too large in scope. Washington has engaged in numerous military
peacekeeping operations without paying adequate attention to their
advance planning and coordination, leaving beleaguered soldiers on the
ground to pick up the pieces as best they can. We saw this clearly in Haiti
in 1994, and yet the problem still existed by the time the hot-war phase
ended in Iraq nine years later. Even the most powerful liberal democratic
state can have a hard time establishing coherent policy when it comes to
peacekeeping.

This problem first came to public light in the late 1990s. A 1996 Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) study revealed that a major problem faced by U.S. mil-
itary commanders in peacekeeping and other nontraditional operations
was inadequate coordination with American civilian authorities, including
the aid officials who might be involved in humanitarian assistance policy.22

Military planners lacked a clear sense of what they would be expected to
do, and often found themselves scrambling, in the absence of clear civilian
directives, to find appropriate personnel for nontraditional duties. Most of
the burden of these new peacekeeping activities fell on the so-called civil
affairs officers, people who were trained in the areas of administration,
engineering, and construction, or other services such as medicine. What
made the problem worse was that 97 percent of civil affairs personnel were
drawn from the reserves.23 In other words, they were people (usually older
and hence more established in civilian life than active-duty personnel) who
did not expect to be called up during peacetime for long stints away from
their families and regular jobs, and their deployment was therefore accom-
panied by a host of new social and political difficulties.24

In 1997, at least in part in response to the JCS study on coordination
problems, Clinton issued a national security directive, PDD-56, which was
supposed to lead to more integrated planning across U.S. agencies for
future peacekeeping operations. While the actual directive remains classi-
fied, a publicly released version calls for more training to be given to both
military and civilian peacekeeping officials based on lessons learned from
previous operations, and requires the Deputies Committee of the U.S.
National Security Council (an interagency group representing various cab-
inet departments) to establish working groups to prepare interagency
implementation plans for future contingencies.25 Yet a follow-up study
conducted by an outside consulting group in 1999 concluded that “the
spirit and intent of PDD 56 directed-training is not being followed” and
that “no one has stepped forward in the leadership role.”26 According to
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the presidential directive, peacekeeping was supposed to be an important
component of how the United States defined its role in international secu-
rity. Yet it was not important enough for a concerted planning effort to be
made. Several years later, in both Afghanistan and Iraq, successful and
highly professional U.S.-led military actions were followed by ad hoc,
piecemeal efforts at establishing security in war’s aftermath. Waging war,
not building peace, was where the Pentagon put its resources—and
reservists, called up for long stints away from their normal lives, were still
left to pick up the pieces. By September 2003, there were 20,000 American
Army Reserve and National Guard troops serving in Iraq and neighboring
Kuwait, and their tours were being extended to a year.27 This trend of rely-
ing on reservists began in the peacekeeping operations of the 1990s; by
2000, for example, over 20 percent of American forces who had been
deployed in Bosnia were reservists.28

The United States and Policing

There is a related set of sensitive political issues that arises when the United
States is a key player in the operations—as the lead state in the Haiti mis-
sion, for example, or as a sector commander and behind-the-scenes pro-
pellant in the NATO missions in Bosnia and Kosovo. The United States
military tries to avoid taking on police-like functions as much as possible,
at least in part to avoid casualties on missions like peacekeeping that are
considered less central to U.S. security concerns than war-fighting. Policing
is considered too risky for soldiers to do, and not within their core com-
petencies. The goal is to conserve the lives and preserve the essential war-
fighting skills of troops who may be needed in future wars, while main-
taining public support for military action by limiting the perception that
troops are being put in harm’s way for no good reason.

There are certainly other countries whose military organizations resist,
or are even constitutionally forbidden, from taking on police duties. (The
next chapter will look at the example of Spain, which is constitutionally
prevented from having its military forces engage in police actions, includ-
ing on NATO peace operations.) Peter Viggo Jakobsen notes that a variety
of KFOR leaders, including commanders from Great Britain and Germany,
not just the United States, have been reluctant to have military troops per-
form police duties.29 There are also countries whose military organizations
have resisted multinational political directives to engage in particular
policing activities, even though as organizations they are perfectly willing
and capable of engaging in police activities in general. (The next chapter
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will look at the case of French troops in Kosovo.) But as in colonial times,
the French and (especially) the British military organizations, as well as
strong British allies like Australia who had some experience in late colo-
nial warfare, are in general quite willing to employ their troops flexibly for
policing activities. All of these countries’ military organizations, alongside
such stalwart traditional peacekeepers as Canada, have also been quite
accepting of the notion that peacekeeping operations might cause casual-
ties among their troops, and that the possible death of soldiers is an accept-
able risk to take. The United States has been an outlier in its reluctance to
take on policing duties and to risk casualties on peacekeeping missions,
and this has meant that Washington’s goals for these complex missions are
not well matched with the means available to fulfill them.

A peculiar political handicap that the United States has faced in partic-
ipating in peacekeeping missions in recent years is the legacy of the opera-
tion in Somalia, described earlier in this book.30 The American experience
on that mission gave U.S. policymakers a very different understanding of
the dangers involved in peacekeeping operations from that held by most
Western countries. Most of the U.S. military operation in Somalia was in
fact well run and successful. The strong American military presence helped
get food to the population, and frequent shows of force for the most part
kept the warlords cowed. But what the word “Somalia” will always con-
jure up in the minds of U.S. policymakers is the disastrous October 1993
raid in Mogadishu.

In retrospect the tactical mission to try to get Aideed’s supporters in a
crowded marketplace was poorly planned, even though the capture tech-
nically succeeded. Its designers did not consider the contingencies that any
commander should know might arise in the fog of war, and the troops were
left with an insufficient tool kit of alternative plans. Yet U.S. congressional
leaders reacted strongly to the apparent principle behind the event, rather
than to its particulars; they rallied against the idea that U.S. troops should
be put in danger for something that was not clearly in the U.S. national
interest. Washington had no particular stake in Somalia in 1993, beyond
humanitarianism. The lesson that many Americans, probably wrongly,
took away from Somalia was that it was a mistake to become involved in
peacekeeping missions when the United States didn’t have a direct interest
at stake, because peacekeeping was a dangerous business doomed to fail-
ure. American lives and resources should be preserved for the wars that
needed to be fought.

This one, relatively minor (except for its ultimate consequences) tactical
operation in the whole scheme of American involvement in Somalia in fact
bore little resemblance to most activities carried out on peacekeeping
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operations in most places in the world. Instead it resembled the kind of
counterinsurgency warfare waged by U.S. forces in Vietnam—preparing
and waging a battle against an armed enemy who is surrounded by civil-
ian supporters. It also resembles the raids carried out in Bosnia today by
NATO forces against indicted war criminals. But it is important to keep in
mind that those raids are usually not led by normal peacekeeping units
under the command of the SFOR mission, even though the press often
reports them as if they were. Instead they are mostly carried out by special
combat forces acting under purely national command. SFOR is informed
of their actions and coordinates its activities with them, but they are not
part of the peacekeeping mission per se.31

What happened in Somalia had virtually nothing to do with the kind of
civilian-oriented policing operations that are more commonly part of com-
plex peacekeeping missions today. Indeed what is particularly sad is that
earlier in the Somalia operation U.S. soldiers had worked hard to create
and train a local Somali police force, and had successfully detained local
criminals themselves when it was necessary as part of their mission to
restore security in the country.32 Policing in the Somalia peacekeeping
operation worked. It was instead a counterinsurgency effort that led to the
casualties which provoked withdrawal.

The message that the public has taken away from Somalia has had an
unfortunate side-effect for future U.S. participation in peacekeeping mis-
sions of all kinds, and especially for the U.S. ability to adapt to doing police
work on those missions. Force protection—the act of ensuring the safety
of one’s own troops—became more important in the United States than
meeting any of the actual mission goals.33 Commanders were told that the
American public would tolerate zero casualties on peacekeeping missions,
and understood this to mean that their own career advancement depended
on them keeping their troops out of harm’s way. As a result, U.S. policy on
peacekeeping missions has often been to keep troops safe by insulating
them from the local population as much as possible.

Previously we saw what this meant for U.S. operations in Haiti in 1994:
American troops were often unable to intervene directly to restore civil
order in the frenzied situation they found on the ground, because they were
discouraged from taking police action in response to civilian disputes. In
the Balkans, this approach meant that U.S. troops were prohibited from
patronizing shops or cafés off-base, because mingling with the locals was
seen as being too dangerous, and all village patrols by American soldiers
had to be conducted by soldiers carrying M-16 automatic rifles and wear-
ing Kevlar helmets and flak jackets.34 Early on in Bosnia, U.S. patrols had
to move out with a minimum of four vehicles35—emphasizing their status
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as military occupiers. This made it difficult for U.S. soldiers to establish the
kinds of personal relationships with local inhabitants that are required for
policing duties to be carried out successfully. U.S. troops look both fright-
ened and frightening.36 American officials sometimes denigrate the NATO
troops who do fraternize with the locals, claiming that those who get too
friendly aren’t respected, and talking about the instances where the forces
of other countries have “gotten in trouble”—as when a Spanish security
unit got drunk at a pub in the Bosnian Croat city of Mostar and was dis-
armed by the locals.37 But other NATO military officers refer dismissively
to the American troops with their bulky protective gear as “Ninja turtles.”

In practice, U.S. troops in the Balkans do engage in police activities
alongside their NATO partners. They are especially proud of the border
patrol duties they perform, for example to interdict smuggling between
Kosovo and Macedonia.38 Yet because of the American stress on force pro-
tection and strictly military methods, some of the other police-type actions
that U.S. troops have been involved with seem to have veered back and
forth between startled retreat and aggressive ham-handedness. American
forces have an uncomfortable relationship with the idea of doing police
work on peacekeeping missions.

On the one hand, American troops have learned that they are not sup-
posed to put themselves in danger in police-type operations. Several times
U.S. army peacekeepers deployed on NATO operations in Kosovo have
been called back mid-mission by their commanders for force protection
reasons.39 For example, U.S. troops were involved in a NATO response to
ethnic rioting and murder in the city of Mitrovica, located in the French
area of peacekeeping operations in Kosovo in February 2000. In an effort
to regain control of the Serbian side of the city, NATO launched an inten-
sive search operation to look for weapons inside ethnic Serb houses. The
NATO command called American troops in to be involved in the search.
In retrospect, American forces believe that they were to some extent set up
by the French, because they had expected French troop support for their
action which did not materialize.40 Be that as it may, the Americans made
a truly careless tactical error, given the violence they should have known
they were likely to encounter during a forceful search in a hostile sector:
the civilian interpreter they used for their part of the search was an ethnic
Albanian, whose presence provoked outrage from the ethnic Serbs who
were being subject to the search.

While the interpreter was withdrawn, mobs later began stoning, punch-
ing, and kicking the American soldiers, who withdrew rather than use vio-
lence in response.41 What was particularly surprising is that the Americans
had not expected the level of violence they encountered; they had apparently
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not gone in with the riot gear necessary to protect themselves from the pro-
testors, such as face masks and rubber bullets.42 According to a report by
Jeffrey Smith in the Washington Post, one laughing Serb said to another at
the demonstration, “I told you that they are going to leave.”43 It had become
common knowledge that the United States withdrew from Somalia after its
soldiers were killed in Mogadishu, and as a result Washington gained the
reputation for withdrawing from peacekeeping operations under the threat
of casualties, rather than sticking out the difficulties of violent situations
where civilians were involved.

On the opposite extreme is an example that stands out for its echoes of
another era: the way that U.S. forces have sometimes handled raids on
Kosovar villages that are suspected of hiding illegal weapons or of harbor-
ing hate-crime perpetrators. Washington Post reporter Dana Priest has
reported in some detail about the general level of rough treatment, includ-
ing slapping, death threats, and other forms of brutality, that were often
used (at least early on in the mission) by U.S. troops trying to track down
criminals.44 Those actions, however, were later subject to internal investi-
gations, and several soldiers and officers were punished for their failure to
follow the rules. What is surprising about the case that follows is that its
outline is provided by the American troops themselves, who apparently
saw nothing amiss in the actions they took.

American forces officially state that they have been careful on such
“cordon and search” missions in Kosovar villages to strictly observe
proper human rights procedures. Yet a report about a helicopter raid in the
newsletter that is produced by American forces on the ground in Kosovo
has an uncomfortable resemblance to a scene in Francis Ford Coppola’s
movie Apocalypse Now. The movie, set during the American war in Viet-
nam, is based on Joseph Conrad’s novel about nineteenth-century colonial
governorship in Africa gone wrong, Heart of Darkness. The 2001 article
describes a 5:00 a.m. surprise mission, where an unnamed ethnic Albanian
border town in Kosovo was surrounded and house-to-house searches were
conducted for weapons, contraband, and ethnic rebel identification docu-
ments. U.S. forces went into the mission both by helicopter and by
armored vehicle. The article states, “As the sun dawns over the horizon,
the morning silence . . . is broken by [Wagner’s] music ‘Flight of the
Valkyrie [sic—the standard title is “Ride of the Valkyries”].’ Several heli-
copters, tanks, and personnel carriers then accompanied the music.”45 In
the 1979 movie, American attack helicopters broadcast that same tri-
umphal music as they begin strafing and napalming a Vietnamese village
at sunrise, and their commander (played by Robert Duvall) says, “Yeah, I
use Wagner—scares the hell out of [them].”
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Since the movie was very popular—it won two Academy Awards and
was re-issued in a new version in 2001—it is likely that at least some of the
Kosovars undergoing the cordon and search caught the reference. U.S.
forces have defended the surprise element in the cordon and searches as
necessary in a fundamentally uncooperative environment. One officer I
spoke to explained that they had to broadcast some kind of alarm to wake
up the sleeping villagers and let them know that the forces mean business.
An American civilian official at NATO headquarters said that the situation
was so bad at that time in those Kosovar villages that “no one” would
object to the style of the raids done there.46 Nonetheless, it is hard to think
of an alarm that would put further psychological distance between the mil-
itary occupation forces, and the villagers whose safety they were ostensi-
bly there to protect. If the ultimate goal is to have Kosovars “own” the
process of political change so that it continues after the military presence
is withdrawn, it is probably not a good idea to associate that change with
being shocked out of bed by helicopter loudspeakers playing Wagner at 5
a.m., as they descend on a village and surround it with tanks. (According
to Priest, they rarely found much of any value in these searches anyway.)

Military Professionalism and Policing

American officials and analysts often state that military and police officers
are trained for different things, and that this means their activities should
be kept separate from each other. The apparent errors noted in the pre-
ceding examples in dealing with the psychological vulnerabilities of the
involved populations might serve to confirm that assessment. Military
forces are trained to fight and win wars, the argument goes, while police
are trained to go out on patrols and perform investigations. Military
troops work best in large, well organized groups and are skilled at using
violence or the threat of violence to deter and kill enemies. Police officers
work best as individuals or in pairs and use the law to deter and detain
criminals.47

But these observations alone about the existing strengths and skills of
military versus police personnel don’t explain the fervency of the argu-
ments made on this issue. In the imperial era, military personnel did police
work as a matter of course. Despite the many striking examples that have
come down in history where their actions went wrong, British troops in
particular were known for their ability to exercise disciplined restraint and
effectiveness in their colonies, when dealing with situations like riots.48

Many Western countries today—including the United States—have a track

POLITICAL WI LL  AN D SECU RITY 109



record of using military personnel in policing roles with no ill effects.
Active duty American military personnel have sometimes been called in to
deal with domestic civil disorder that has left local police overburdened, as
in the unrest in Los Angeles following the Rodney King police brutality cri-
sis in April 1992.49 Canadian troops have helped Canadian police deal
with potentially violent situations, including a 1990 armed standoff with
native Mohawks over land rights that brought the soldiers acclaim for
their professionalism and fairness.50 British military personnel have done a
lot of police work, called “aid to the civil authorities,” in Northern Ireland.
While some of their actions have provoked heated controversy (especially
the activities of military intelligence units, who are widely accused of hav-
ing practiced torture in detention centers), British forces often express
pride in their own political objectivity and restraint, again in dealing with
riots, for example, and say that their skills in this area reflect the lessons
they learned from empire.51 Christopher Bellamy notes that “some of the
hardest, toughest fighting soldiers in the world excel in peace-support
operations,” and adds that his survey data indicate that “local populations
have most respect for peacekeepers who are also unmistakably profes-
sional soldiers, robust in their manner and well equipped.”52

Yet many hawks in the United States believe that for soldiers to do
police work—and peacekeeping in general—will lead to a loss of military
professionalism. Military resources are scarce, the argument goes, and as
noted above, many argue that the United States should not be wasting its
well-trained warriors on missions that anyone can do.53 Asking military
officers to perform tasks not directly tied to fighting and winning the
nation’s wars is said to degrade their war-fighting capabilities. Many sen-
ior American officers who have been involved in peacekeeping operations,
however, do not agree with this argument. They admit that unit perform-
ance in highly specialized war-fighting skills, such as the use of heavy
weapons, declines after a peacekeeping stint and needs remedial work to
be brought back up to speed.54 But at the same time, soldiers gain more
unit cohesion because of the need to work together in difficult environ-
ments, and junior officers come back from peacekeeping operations with
better decisionmaking skills, a greater ability to take individual initiative
with confidence, and a greater understanding of what combat conditions
are really like in the midst of uncertainty.55 These are all things that are val-
ued in today’s complex battlefield, where small units are dispersed among
an innocent civilian population that has enemy elements hidden within.

Nonetheless, the argument that peacekeeping leads to a decline in mili-
tary professionalism continues to be heard frequently inside the Pentagon.
It probably dates from the classic 1957 book by Samuel P. Huntington on
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American civil-military relations, The Soldier and the State. Huntington
argued that “a distinct sphere of military competence” sets officers apart
from the rest of society, namely “the direction, operation, and control of a
human organization whose primary function is the application of vio-
lence.”56 He believed that the military governorships carried out by U.S.
forces in Germany and Japan following World War II were especially dam-
aging to the military mindset, and that this in turn caused civilians to neg-
lect “the postulates of professional military thinking.”57

Almost immediately after Huntington’s book was published its major
points were challenged by sociologist Morris Janowitz, who argued that
the combination of nuclear deterrence (which would prevent major war
from breaking out) and an expanding defense bureaucracy (which
demanded new military administrative skills) had permanently changed
what military professionalism meant in the United States.58 No longer
would military officers be primarily engaged in fighting major wars. Pro-
fessional officers instead should be thought of as people who had special-
ized skills, a strong group identity and a set of governing ethics and stan-
dards of performance. The particular set of skills considered important
within their profession would change with time, and would inevitably
become more diverse as technology and society became more complex.
Janowitz recognized even in 1960 that the military organization preferred
not to take on what he called the “constabulary outlook” associated with
policing, but it was not for reasons of professional competence and train-
ing. Instead, military officers tended to feel that those duties were less pres-
tigious than war-fighting.59 It is not surprising that this institutional ten-
dency continues, but this insight suggests that it is a result of the political
reward structure practiced in the United States, rather than any innate
characteristic of the military mindset or training. The imperial armies gave
medals to those who waged war in the periphery, and thereby discouraged
officers from practicing the calm diplomacy that would actually have made
their empires easier and less costly to manage. It is ironic that the United
States may be in some way following in their footsteps today.

Some might argue that policing by regular troops isn’t necessary. There
are specially trained military forces—U.S. military police (MPs), for exam-
ple, and the special hybrid forces that some countries have, like the French
gendarmerie or the Italian carabinieri—who have at the ready the neces-
sary tools to do such work.60 Large numbers of U.S. MPs were in fact
scheduled to be sent into Iraq in May 2003, as order deteriorated there in
the postwar environment. These troops are experts in riot control tech-
niques, in the proper handling of evidence and prisoners, and in obtaining
and analyzing intelligence data from their interactions with the local
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population and local police forces.61 Likewise, the U.S. constabulary forces
in postwar Germany (whom Huntington found so inappropriate) were,
after the initial war termination period, volunteers who reenlisted after
their combat tours were over, and then given special training in police
duties.62 But there simply aren’t enough of these specially trained forces to
be at the ready in every situation where a police presence is demanded on
peacekeeping operations—especially in an era when the military budgets
of many European states have been drastically cut, and these hybrid forces
may be needed for ethnically motivated civil unrest at home.

There is no doubt that it would be better to have well trained civilian
police officers—experienced in conducting investigations, in collecting evi-
dence, and in detaining prisoners, and less intimidating to the local popu-
lation—do the bulk of police work on peacekeeping operations if it were
possible. But often, as in the case of mid-1990s Haiti discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, they simply are not available in time. In virtually any peace-
keeping operation it takes police forces a long time to gear up for entry,
since there is no standing reserve of police units trained and ready to go.
This is what Michael Dziedzic calls “the deployment gap.”63 When mili-
tary troops arrive in the theater first, someone has to keep order, and it falls
on the soldiers to do so. Often those being asked to take on these duties are
not the military police or trained constabulary forces; they are instead
whoever happens to be present in the field when the need for their help
arises.

Beyond this timing issue, there are simply not enough highly qualified
civilian police officers to be sent on the multitude of complex peacekeep-
ing missions that require them. Some countries, like Canada and Australia,
do have national police forces (the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and
the Australian Federal Police, respectively) who are regularly assigned to
peacekeeping missions by their governments. But most of the slots for
international police personnel on peacekeeping missions must be filled by
individual volunteers, and it is very difficult to recruit highly qualified peo-
ple for these jobs. Most urban police forces throughout the world already
feel that they are understaffed, and it is not surprising that they discourage
their personnel from volunteering for foreign duty. Individuals who take
leaves of absence to serve abroad are often warned that their chances for
promotion at home will evaporate. Retirees can be sent as the command-
ers on police missions, but it is hard to get enough cops to walk the beat.
As a result, many of the personnel slots on international police missions in
places like Kosovo are filled by people who are not trained in police depart-
ments, but instead as park rangers or security guards. They lack the skills
necessary to investigate violent crimes or control riots.64 And according to
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Priest, in places like Kosovo they are often there for the money, and reluc-
tant to risk life and limb to get out among the local population and inves-
tigate crime.65

This means that often there is no one except regular military forces
available to take on policing duties. When they do so either half-heartedly,
or with excessive zeal, their capitals’ desires to have a safe and secure envi-
ronment left in their wake cannot be well fulfilled. Like the empires of the
last century who rewarded their officers for war-fighting, not pacific colo-
nial duty, the leaders of peacekeeping operations today find that their abil-
ity to get their goals met is hampered by a narrow definition of military
professionalism. Once again, ends and means don’t match, and the inten-
tions of the capitals fail to be fulfilled by the actions taken.

Recognizing the Problem

Calls for something to be done about the dearth of good police forces on
peacekeeping operations are not new. They have emanated from the UN
community, from the United States Army, and from think tank analysts.66

What the comparison to the colonial experience highlights, however, is two
key lessons involved in the politics of building security in foreign countries.

First, military personnel will do what they are rewarded for doing in
terms of advancement and recognition in their organization. If military
personnel are not rewarded for taking actions that contribute to the secu-
rity of occupied territory, then it will be impossible for the international
community to establish political control in those areas. Unless directed
otherwise, military officers will probably gravitate to what they do best,
and what they joined the military to do: to plan, fight, and win wars. In the
imperial era, that won them medals; in today’s era, it is usually the path to
promotion. It is not coincidental that civil affairs work on peacekeeping
operations is assigned to reservists; the more “important” work of war-
fighting is left to those who will advance in the organization. Insufficient
political attention is paid to the problem of policing.

Political scientist Deborah Avant argues, “We should expect that mili-
tary organizations will be responsive to civilian goals when military lead-
ers believe that they will be rewarded for that responsiveness.”67 She cites
promotion policy as a key mechanism for rewarding the behavior of offi-
cers—a point which is reinforced by the imperial experiences of Great
Britain, France, and the United States. Peter Feaver agrees that “assertive
control” by civilians is necessary to ensure that those with professional
military knowledge and expertise are truly fulfilling the demands of the
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democratic polity, and agrees with Janowitz that professional militaries in
modern societies are capable of many functions other than war-fighting.68

Most recently, Eliot Cohen has urged American civilian leaders to be less
hesitant in exerting control over the military officers whose job it is to serve
them, noting that the emergence of what amounts to a new imperial army
in the United States demands rethinking of the traditional concerns associ-
ated with mass armies of the twentieth century.69

Yet the second key lesson that the colonial experience highlights and the
peacekeeping era confirms is that none of this urging will make a difference
if the civilian leaders of liberal democracies do not recognize the impor-
tance of these missions to their own national interests. If their attention is
focused on war-fighting, police actions will not matter to the public, and
the design of military operations in these areas will not be subject to the
kind of political pressure that is necessary for anything to be adequately
planned or funded in a democracy. The experts can talk all they like about
the need for reform, but the talk will have no effect if the issue remains a
low priority in leaders’ minds.

While the argument continues to be heard that the public will not tol-
erate casualties on peacekeeping missions, several studies have demon-
strated that this was false even in the immediate aftermath of Somalia.70

Instead, the evidence shows that the public will rally around military mis-
sions, even dangerous humanitarian missions, when the political chiefs in
Washington take the lead in explaining why those missions are important.
It is not that liberal democratic states are incapable of being good peace-
keepers; it is instead that leaders must make peacekeeping missions a pri-
ority if they are to maintain the political will to do them well.

Aracinovo: Politicization Avoided

It is difficult to demonstrate with hard facts that American political sensi-
bilities have gotten in the way of on-the-ground peacekeeping effective-
ness. This is because it is hard to tease out exactly who is responsible for
particular decisions on peacekeeping operations—whether it is civilian
Pentagon appointees who represent the political interests of the presiden-
tial leadership, or instead senior military commanders who wish to pre-
serve their resources, and who represent the accumulated wisdom of the
officer corps. But an example where civilian political interests in casualty
avoidance were sidelined, and where mission effectiveness appears to have
been enhanced as a result, occurred in the Macedonian town of Aracinovo,
just outside the capital of Skopje, in June 2001.

114 POLITICAL WI LL  AN D SECU RITY



U.S. troops have been based in Macedonia as part of the extended mis-
sion of the KFOR peacekeeping operation in neighboring Kosovo. Skopje
is very near the Kosovo border, and a portion of the Skopje international
airport, known as Camp Able Sentry, has been used as the major rear area
for resupplying the American forces headquartered at Camp Bondsteel in
Kosovo. Macedonia therefore has special strategic significance for the
United States. The tensions between the country’s ethnic Macedonians and
ethnic Albanians have to some extent mirrored the tensions in neighboring
Kosovo, and they were worsened by the influx of huge numbers of ethnic
Albanian refugees during the height of the Kosovo war in spring 1999. Yet
despite some violent incidents, Macedonia had initially remained relatively
peaceful in the initial KFOR era. It also remained relatively pro-American
because of earlier U.S. participation in the UN Preventative Deployment
Force (UNPREDEP) that had protected the Macedonian border from the
Yugoslavian civil wars of the mid-1990s. This made Macedonia an attrac-
tive ally for Washington when the KFOR peacekeeping operation began in
1999, especially since it was hoped that an ongoing U.S. military presence
in the country might keep ethnic violence quelled.

But by mid-2001, there had been months of skirmishing between Mace-
donian government forces (who were primarily ethnic Slavs) on the one
side, and ethnic Albanian irregular forces on the other (many of whom
were at least technically Muslim). The Albanian rebel forces were report-
edly flowing back and forth across the border from Kosovo, receiving sup-
plies and funding from the commanders of the Kosovo Liberation Army
(KLA). In June, a contingent of 150 Albanian rebel fighters who had been
challenging government forces was pinned down by government troops in
the town of Aracinovo. Ethnic Albanians and Macedonians had lived
together peacefully in Aracinovo in the past. But now the Macedonian
government forces destroyed the town’s mosque, arguing that it was being
used by the rebels as a staging base for mortars that could hit both the air-
port and a major oil refinery. Ethnic resentment skyrocketed as the town
became a flashpoint, leaving the country on the brink of out-and-out civil
war.71

NATO and EU officials, hoping to avoid the outbreak of a larger con-
flict that could once again send the entire Balkans region spiraling into eth-
nic chaos, brokered a ceasefire between the rebels and the Macedonian
government. The Macedonian government agreed, by some reports under
heavy NATO and EU pressure, to allow the rebels to leave the town under
NATO guard (and using NATO transportation), in exchange for the rebels
laying down their weapons.72 The NATO Secretary General’s personal rep-
resentative, Pieter Feith (a civilian), ordered an American officer (whom he
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technically outranked) to use his troops for this purpose, since no one else
was available in the region. The American commander complied, and
American civilian contractors acted as the bus drivers for the withdrawal.
The Albanian rebels left under American protection, and the tension in
Aracinovo was broken. The next night, though, a nationalist Macedonian
mob attacked the parliament building in Skopje, angry at what they saw
as a government sell-out. They accused the American civilian contractors
of secretly training KLA fighters.

While Macedonian leaders feared that civil war would result, it did not;
and in retrospect the successful withdrawal and disarmament of rebels in
Aracinovo probably helped prevent civil war. Indeed American actions on
the ground contributed to NATO’s credibility as an impartial go-between
in the Macedonian conflict. Two months later, NATO forces were asked to
come in on a new peacekeeping mission in the country, with the support of
both the government and the rebels. NATO troops on that new mission
collected rebel weapons in what was known as Operation Essential Har-
vest—an action that helped reassure both sides that their ceasefire would
hold. While this latter operation certainly did not convince the rebels to
turn in their best weapons, it did provide a mechanism for outside Euro-
pean forces to maintain a presence in the country, helping to prolong a sta-
ble peace that would otherwise have been shakier.

But American participation in the Aracinovo withdrawal was a fluke
that almost didn’t happen. If Bush administration officials had been aware
of what was going on, the notion of an escort reportedly would have been
overruled because of the danger involved. It turns out that the whole set of
events transpired on a summer weekend. No one in Washington had been
expecting it in advance, and that reportedly meant that there was no one
in the White House who knew about the events at the time.73 The rumor
is that when the whole story was revealed the next day, U.S. Defense Sec-
retary Donald Rumsfeld was both embarrassed and angry at having been
kept out of the loop. According to one U.S. official, while the troops have
the “right of immediate response” to save lives and protect property when
they are deployed on peacekeeping missions, there must be a clear under-
standing of the limits of what this means, so that “junior” commanders in
particular do not make “subjective decisions” about the situation and
embroil U.S. forces in actions that exceed their mandate.74

The officer leading the American convoy was Colonel Anthony J.
Tata—not a junior rank of commander at all. While it is not clear from
public sources exactly what communication transpired on the ground, it
appears from news reports that Brigadier General William C. David, the
commander of the American presence in Kosovo, was well enough
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informed of the events that he was able to watch them via camera trans-
missions from an unarmed aerial drone flying overhead. Both the Penta-
gon and the Macedonian defense ministry also received this real-time
footage.75 The problem, from the U.S. perspective, was therefore not that
the U.S. military organization was brought into a set of events against its
commanders’ best judgment. Instead, it was that the Secretary of Defense
was not given the opportunity to pre-approve a tactical action that put
American troops in harm’s way.

As the Americans were trying to return to their base at the Skopje air-
port after the successful escort was completed, their way was blocked by
an angry and armed Macedonian mob that was probably incited by disaf-
fected government security forces. Working with advice provided by Gen-
eral David (who was using the real-time drone footage), Col. Tata decided
to retreat and have the now-empty bus convoy take a series of detours back
to base in order to avoid confrontation. Other NATO troops helped out
by ensuring that the roads used by the Americans were cleared of mines.76

The troops arrived back at base safely, if later than expected. But the pos-
sibility of danger was very real, and it is understandable why an attack on
U.S. forces would have been a political nightmare, since the whole rela-
tionship between peacekeeping in Kosovo and Macedonia would have
been difficult to explain to the public.

This was a case where the NATO command of a UN-authorized peace-
keeping operation approved an action with full American military com-
mand knowledge and support. The action was probably necessary for the
ongoing success of the U.S. effort in Kosovo, since instability surrounding
Camp Able Sentry in Macedonia would have been very detrimental to the
functioning of Camp Bondsteel in Kosovo. There was a large U.S. military
presence around Skopje as a mandated part of KFOR, and the conflict
between Macedonian and Albanian forces was within mortar range of
American base operations. Furthermore, this action had the full backing
and real-time knowledge of the host Macedonian government where the
American deployment was in place. Yet the White House wanted ultimate
control and veto over how the troops would be used in order to prevent
the possibility of confrontation and casualties—and indeed as commander-
in-chief, it was ultimately the U.S. president’s responsibility to decide how
U.S. forces should be employed.

This case is emblematic of the difficulties that liberal democracies have
in doing peacekeeping well. The American public, as represented by its
leaders, has every right not to send its forces into harm’s way for a reason
that it does not understand to be in the national interest. Yet to exercise
that right of democratic control over the military may very well impede the
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effectiveness of an operation that ultimately protects American security. A
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency report on the greatest foreign threats to
the United States at the end of 2001 put Macedonian instability near the
top of the list.77 While it is always risky to engage in counter-factual analy-
sis, thinking about what might have been, in this case the fact that the U.S.
military took action without close political oversight was probably a good
thing.

The Fickleness of Political Will

What the comparison between the colonialism of a hundred years ago and
more recent complex peacekeeping operations highlights is the fact that
great power liberal democracies are by nature inconsistent in their foreign
military policies. They have a tendency to start off in high-minded direc-
tions that lack sufficient priority to ensure good follow-through. This is
especially the case in circumstances like colonial occupation and peace-
keeping, where perceived core national security interests are not at stake
but the potential cost in lives and treasure is high. Politics demands respon-
siveness to what the public seems to want, and cohesion is often sacrificed
as particular political administrations come and go.

This shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone. It does, however, suggest
that the attempts made by liberal democratic states to direct foreign soci-
eties in particular directions are quixotic. The more tasks that either occu-
pation authorities or peacekeepers have taken on, the more room for slip-
page there is. In the next chapter we will see how much harder this becomes
in multilateral operations, where even military allies who would seem to
share a vision of security can trip each other up because of their domestic
political limits. What this means is that rather than trying to do too much
too eagerly, the international community should concentrate on doing
fewer things and doing them better, with more foresight and more com-
munication with their domestic publics about why these few things matter.
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FIVE
MI LITARY TASKS AN D MU LTI LATERALISM

Iraq, Summer 2003

“I know this is a frustrating time for you and that the high crime rate
makes everything worse,” said L. Paul Bremer III, Administrator of the
Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq, in his weekly radio address on Aug.
3, 2003.“We understand the desire of you, the Iraqi people, to end your fear
of both political oppression and the depredations of common criminals.
We are going to remove that fear from your lives.”1 But it remained unclear
how these brave words would be translated into practice.

Some 139,000 U.S. troops remained on the ground, three months after
President George W. Bush declared an end to major hostilities in Iraq. They
were joined by around 21,000 personnel deployed by other countries, for a
total force of 160,000.2 More than half of the non-U.S. troops (11,000) were
British, mostly concentrated in the troubled city of Basra; the remaining
forces were contributed in smaller numbers by 17 additional countries
including Italy, the Netherlands, and Denmark. By the end of September,
these forces were scheduled to be augmented by 9,000 troops from a vari-
ety of mostly East European and South American countries led, by Poland
and significantly financed by the U.S. These new soldiers would be sent in
with a clear peacekeeping mission.3 But both France and India—countries
who were large troop donors to many of the complex peacekeeping mis-
sions of the 1990s—had made very public declarations that they would
not send their forces to Iraq in the absence of an explicit United Nations 

(continued)
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Iraq, Summer 2003 (continued)

Security Council resolution to authorize their presence.4 U.S. Secretary of
State Colin Powell had reportedly been mulling over UN Secretary General
Kofi Annan’s suggestion that the U.S. propose such a resolution to the
UNSC,5 but senior Bush officials were reluctant to go forward with this,
fearing that it would sap Bremer’s authority and require Washington to
share the reconstruction contracts that had previously been distributed to
American firms.6 By mid-August, the Bush administration was reported to
have “abandoned” the notion of a UNSC resolution.7

What this meant is that American taxpayers continued to bear the vast
majority of the expenses for the Iraqi occupation, and American troops
continued to shoulder by far the largest responsibility for keeping order—
a task that most of the troops considered onerous and thought they were
ill-prepared to accomplish.8 Even the civil affairs soldiers who were trained
for humanitarian relief operations believed they were not suited to the
kind of long-term occupation roles they were forced to play.9 By the end of
the summer there were approximately 1,000 civilians working in the
Coalition Provisional Authority, but in practice it was coalition military
forces—primarily the Americans—who continued to deal with most polic-
ing duties as well as a great deal of the reconstruction work. Given the
demands on the forces’ time and resources, this meant that a lot of the
reconstruction was not getting done very quickly.

Iraq continued to make the international headlines because of the
instability that plagued the country. British troops in Basra faced days of
violent rioting over fuel shortages, in a city whose university had earlier
been looted of all its books, equipment and furniture while no one from
the outside did anything to stop it.10 Reconstruction efforts in many major
cities were stymied, because the specialized materials, parts and tools
used for rebuilding such things as electrical grids were constantly being
stolen out of half-finished projects that no one was guarding.11 Highway
bandits and carjackers targeted everyone in sight, including NGO human-
itarian relief workers.12 The general sense of the population seemed to be
that all those military troops standing around were not good for much;
they couldn’t make life more secure, and the ham-handed raids they car-
ried out in their search for cronies of Saddam Hussein ended up humiliat-
ing, injuring, and sometimes killing innocent civilians.13

American troops in the Baghdad neighborhood known as Sadr City were
attacked by residents after a low-flying helicopter hovering over a trans-
mission tower appeared to be trying to rip a Shiite flag from its post atop
the building.14 Since a major irritant in Somalia ten years before had been
low-flying U.S. helicopters hovering over residential areas in the capital 



Iraq, Summer 2003 (continued)

city of Mogadishu (where residents believed they were being spied upon
in the bath, and where women complained of having their robes torn open
by the backwash of air from the copter blades15), one might have thought
that U.S. soldiers sent on what amounted to a peacekeeping mission
would have been forewarned about these perceptions. Given the U.S. mil-
itary organization’s reluctance to think about peacekeeping, however, it is
not surprising that such a lesson was not learned.

How could order be restored in Iraq, as the U.S. had promised it would be?
To do so meant relying on the military leadership of a country that did not
want the job. Unilateralism—or the modified version of it that the U.S.
practiced with its closest allies—made the prospect of achieving beneficial
social and political change in the country difficult to imagine. The United
States did not appear to have the political will needed to establish the
“empire” that its critics accused it of seeking.

Yet for a long time the United States also resisted the idea of reaching
out to other states for assistance, if that meant giving up control over mil-
itary activity. In the previous chapters we have seen that the political goals
of complex peacekeeping operations—gaining control over political devel-
opments in foreign societies, for the sake of self-interest intertwined with
humanitarian impulses—have in some ways resembled the political goals
of imperialism as practiced by liberal states a century ago. The example
outlined above shows how hard it is to do these things well unilaterally, or
at best with the support of a few well-chosen allies. What this chapter will
concentrate on, however, is the flip side of the coin. The task of achieving
control is made much more complex when it is attempted in multilateral
operations, like those in the Balkans, where more than one state is attempt-
ing to exert its political vision over a piece of foreign territory. This diffi-
culty was not faced by the old colonial empires, who kept guard over their
national possessions and kept each other out of their territories. It is a
problem that has plagued the multilateral peacekeeping operations of the
1990s, and made the problem of trying to establish control abroad much
harder—perhaps contributing to the Bush administration’s initial unwill-
ingness to have outsiders involved.

The idea that putting multiple actors in charge of an operation makes
cohesive action difficult is already well explored, to some extent, in the
existing literature on peacekeeping. It is regularly argued that the number
of players involved on a mission should be limited, to try to make sure that
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they share common training and a common vision of what is needed. This
is one reason why so-called coalitions of the willing seem to do a better job
of restoring peace to war-torn societies than traditional UN-commanded
operations. Traditional operations are too subject to the varying political
whims of the large number of countries that donate troops to them, and
also too dependent on forces that often have inconsistent expectations and
differing qualities of skills and training. There is also now widespread
recognition that private NGOs have different perspectives and interests
from the states that send military forces to peacekeeping operations. A
great deal of effort has been spent in the policy community in recent years
to try to bridge the barriers between NGO and military leaders so that
more unified operations can be put into place in the future.16

What has not been explored are the problems of achieving coordination
even among close military allies, such as those in NATO, and between
those military forces and their civilian counterparts who are linked by a
supposedly common set of liberal western values. This chapter draws out
these difficulties by looking at examples of coordination difficulties from
the peacekeeping experiences in Bosnia and Kosovo, paying special atten-
tion to the interaction between military and civilian players in the interna-
tional community and the roles played by NATO military personnel in
these operations. While the international community in the Balkans has
made a well intentioned and heavily funded effort to establish political
control over societies torn by ethnic conflict, the means employed have not
been sufficiently well coordinated to achieve these goals. Indeed the fact of
multilateralism has often made cohesive actions impossible.

Since multilateralism is what legitimates these operations, it is politi-
cally unacceptable to suggest that a single, powerful entity (with the
authority equivalent to an imperial state) ought to be in charge. Indeed in
Iraq before it turned to the UN Security Council in October 2003, the U.S.-
dominated coalition constantly faced accusations of imperialism. Without
question that made the job of restoring order more difficult, because it
emboldened the detractors of the occupation. Yet putting a single state in
charge would seem to help ensure that the political aims sought have a
chance of being coordinated with the use of military resources necessary to
achieve them. (The more that is revealed in the press about the lack of
coordination between the U.S. State Department and the Pentagon in plan-
ning for the Iraqi occupation,17 however, the more any cohesive policy
whatsoever seems doubtful, reinforcing the findings of the previous chap-
ter.) In the Balkans there have been too many actors with competing val-
ues and interests who have tried to do what they believe is right in the
peace operations, but have in the end created a muddled set of expectations
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for the local population. The international community as a whole has been
unable to communicate a clear message, and therefore unable to exercise
the kind of control that would in theory be necessary to move a society
from one political system to another.

But it is not necessary to give up in despair; there is a political choice
available that combines the best aspects of unilateral control with multi-
lateral support for peacekeeping operations. This chapter contrasts the
Balkans cases with the experience of the Interfet operation led by Australia
in East Timor beginning in Fall 1999. While it is true that long-term sta-
bility and economic development in East Timor remain uncertain, the Aus-
tralian Defense Force’s ability to manage the conduct of the initial UN-
authorized multinational military operation there from September 1999
through February 2000 (and even on into the UNTAET area in the crucial
western sector) ensured clarity and consistency in the establishment of
security in the country. Rather than approaching East Timor as an alliance
of equals, the Australians took charge unambiguously, seeking multilateral
participation and feedback but keeping responsibility for decisions at a
national level. Such a model would have worked better for the U.S. in Iraq
than the initial attempt at what amounted to unilateralism—and indeed, it
was this model that the Bush administration seemed to embrace by Fall
2003, when UN support was finally sought and achieved. The only ques-
tion was whether Washington had waited too long and acted too pre-
sumptuously toward other states to obtain genuinely enthusiastic partici-
pation in the operations.

The following section details some of the military tasks carried out in
the Balkans, and shows how similar they are to the actions carried out
(sometimes successfully, sometimes with too much brutality) by military
organizations during the imperial era. The chapter goes on, though, to
show how these tasks have been complicated in the Balkans by the neces-
sity of multilateral coordination across NATO members and other repre-
sentatives of the western community. Multilateralism makes complex mil-
itary activity more difficult. Finally the Australian leadership of the Inter-
fet mission in East Timor is explored, to show that there is a compromise
solution possible to the dilemma of multilateral effectiveness.

The Use of NATO Military Force in the Balkans

There is a striking resemblance between the tasks that military personnel
have been asked to do during today’s complex peace operations and the
tasks many military personnel were asked to do in colonial empires. Military
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troops serving on the NATO peacekeeping missions in Bosnia and Kosovo
are routinely given duties that would be assigned to civilian police in calm
and established societies. Military officers serving on these missions are
also asked to coordinate humanitarian aid delivery in their areas of oper-
ation, working with NGOs and international aid agencies to select and pri-
oritize funding for projects ranging from road reconstruction to small-
business development. In other words, military personnel are being asked
to take on responsibilities extending far beyond the standard tasks they are
trained to do, and are being asked to do this in unstable foreign countries
where the political consequences of their actions are uncertain.

There are four military tasks in particular in the Balkans that bear
strong resemblance to colonial governorship activities, even though once
again their goals and methods differ from what was practiced in the colo-
nial era. First is riot control. The British army stationed in colonial India
(where most officers were British, but most soldiers were Indian) was rou-
tinely asked to back up local police when riots occurred that challenged
British rule.18 One British general wrote an entire book on the subject in
1934, emphasizing the importance of limiting the use of force to the min-
imum amount necessary, since “the hostile forces are fellow citizens of the
Empire, and . . . the military object is to re-establish the control of the civil
power and secure its acceptance without an aftermath of bitterness.”19

Similarly, in the SFOR operation in Bosnia in recent years, NATO mil-
itary troops have often been asked to provide a “security ring” in areas
where rioting is likely to occur. As in the colonial era, local police are usu-
ally given the responsibility for immediate control of the rioting itself. Mil-
itary personnel, however, will guard the surrounding area to prevent out-
siders from joining the melee, and to provide a sense of “presence” to try
to deter violence. This was done, for example, by the Nordic/Polish
brigade working with American troops to provide a safe and secure envi-
ronment for a Croat religious pilgrimage to the Serbian-controlled town of
Komusina in Aug. 2001;20 by Spanish troops when rioting accompanied
the attempt to reconstruct a destroyed Bosniac mosque in the Croatian-
dominated town of Stolac in Dec. 2001;21 and by British and Italian-led
contingents working with Slovene, Czech, Portuguese, Dutch, and Cana-
dian forces in Banja Luka throughout the early summer of 2001, when vio-
lent protests and counter-protests by both Serbian and Bosniac extremists
repeatedly delayed the groundbreaking ceremonies for the reconstruction
of the Ferhadija mosque destroyed in 1993 (at one point, visiting foreign
dignitaries had to be evacuated by NATO troops from the site).22

British officers sometimes make the direct connection between their
colonial experience and their approach to such peacekeeping activities
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today, citing as lessons learned from that era the preference for minimal use
of force and the need to win the hearts and minds of the population.23

Obviously what constitutes minimal use of force has changed over time.
Sometimes in the colonial era, as in Egypt in 1919, it simply meant show-
ing the British flag in the harbors and deploying troops in the cities, to
remind the local population of the potential for violence if order were not
kept.24 But often for the British, it meant something harsher: giving clear
warning before opening fire, and then targeting only the violent leaders of
mob action;25 or sometimes merely firing weapons over the rioters’
heads.26 In NATO peacekeeping operations today, it means relying mostly
on presence as a deterrent, and using only nonlethal weapons and good
protective equipment so that any loss of life is avoided as much as possi-
ble—something, as noted in the previous chapter, which is not always done
well. But the parallels are clear: NATO troops today engage in riot control
in order to allow outside forces (i.e., the international community) to
impose their own sovereign vision on political society in the Balkans.

The second unusual military activity that bears some resemblance to the
colonial governorship era is the meting out of rewards to villages in the
local population who cooperate with the mission, and sanctions against
those who would harm it. In other words, military forces reward or pun-
ish collectivities for the actions of individuals. This time the methods used
are vastly different between the two time periods. In the colonial era vil-
lage sanctions were sometimes taken to violent extremes by American,
British and French forces. If gentler means failed to win the support of the
population, colonial forces would destroy their crops and livestock as pun-
ishment.27 (It should be noted that such activities were allowed under inter-
national law up through the early twentieth century.28) U.S. forces in the
Philippines a hundred years ago would reward those who collaborated
with the occupation, encouraging American trade with cooperative local
governments in the Muslim Moro region, and allowing them to manage
their own affairs (including turning a blind eye to local slavery) and to
practice their own religion; but they would destroy the political hubs of
groups who did not cooperate, occasionally massacring large numbers of
civilians in the process.29 French forces in Indochina called their policy
“progressive occupation,” where military posts gave preferential prices to
traders as a reward for cooperation.30 Yet French officers in Algeria in the
1840s were known to retaliate against Arab raiders by using their own tra-
ditional local means of warfare against them, the razzia; analyst Douglas
Porch writes, “Blackened fields, destroyed fruit orchards, and devastated
villages soon marked the passage of French columns,” in what he calls “an
orgy of brutality and excess.”31 While British forces were supposed to be

MI LITARY TASKS AN D MU LTI LATERALISM 125



trained to use restraint, by the 1920s future Prime Minister Winston
Churchill, who then had responsibility for overseeing Britain’s colonies,
was championing the policy of “air control” (or aerial carpet bombing)
against recalcitrant villages of the Iraqi Marsh Arabs in particular, who
had declared a jihad against British occupation.32 Clearly, that kind of vio-
lence is not practiced by NATO forces in the Balkans today (nor is it by
American troops in post-Saddam Iraq).

Indeed much of the rewards and sanctions policy carried out by the
international community in the Balkans in recent years has not been done
through the use of force, but instead through the use of economic aid pol-
icy. The “Open Cities” program in Bosnia has already been discussed—a
policy which targeted international reconstruction assistance to villages
whose mayors expressed a willingness to allow and encourage refugee
returns, and denied financial aid to those whose mayors opposed this goal,
especially in areas where NATO peacekeepers were attacked by locals.33

Military officers played a key role in this process, by talking to the local
mayors as part of their regular patrols, and reporting their findings to the
EU and UN coordinators.34

In some cases, military commanders have played an even more direct
role in rewards and sanctions policy in the Balkans. This is because the mil-
itary contingents, both through their own national means and through
NATO civil-military coordination (CIMIC) programs, have aid funding at
their disposal that they can disperse as they see fit. For example, a Cana-
dian CIMIC team decided to cut off all SFOR-coordinated aid to the Bosn-
ian town of Kotor Varos, because the town political leaders were unwill-
ing to expend resources to help ensure the safety of returning refugees.35

There was at least one case in Kosovo where a sanctioning decision
made by a NATO troop commander did have some unintended violent
consequences, and where the victims were probably not the perpetrators
of the original unrest. On July 1, 2000, the U.S. commander of KFOR
Multinational Brigade East [MNB(E)], Brigadier General Randal Tieszen,
suspended humanitarian assistance (except for emergency food and med-
ical supplies) to the Serb population of the village of Strpce, after the UN
civilian mission (UNMIK) building there was attacked by a mob who
destroyed its facilities, stoned the police station, and stockpiled more rocks
to throw at NATO troop patrols.36 The mob was angry because a number
of villagers had disappeared or been murdered while working in their
fields, and they felt UNMIK and KFOR were not doing an adequate job of
protecting them from Albanian retribution.

American forces placed simultaneous sanctions on the Albanian popu-
lation in the town of Kamenica. In that town, villagers had insisted (despite
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KFOR having denied them permission to do so) on adorning a new war
memorial with an illegal symbol of the banned Kosovo Liberation Front
paramilitary forces, who had been responsible for attacks carried out
against Serb authorities. When Russian KFOR troops (deployed in the
American-controlled sector) tried to intervene to remove the symbol, they
were violently attacked by the Albanian crowd; the American sanctions
were designed to punish that attack. This was perhaps an unusual inci-
dence of U.S.-Russian cooperation in Kosovo; more often than not, Amer-
ican troops were suspicious of unauthorized Russian military activity in
the American occupation sector.37

As part of the sanctions against Strpce, MNB(E) stopped providing the
regular armed protection convoys it had previously given the ethnic Serb
villagers, which had allowed them to cross Kosovar Albanian areas of
Kosovo safely by bus and go into Serbia proper to shop, visit doctors, see
family, or take school exams. Tieszen told a press conference, “You can’t
attack us and then put your hand out for support and aid.”38 On the day
that the sanctions were imposed, a bus convoy of 300 villagers from Str-
pce was already in Serbia, and because of the new policy it was denied
NATO protection for its return trip. These villagers decided to try to make
it home anyway. Along the way they were blocked by ethnic Albanians,
and the buses were stoned; three Serb villagers were injured. Within a
week, the convoy service was restored, because the local government
demonstrated good faith and support for UNMIK and KFOR.39 In this
case, the means used and the goals sought were significantly different from
those of the colonial era; but a military commander used (in this case, by
withdrawing) a tool of military force against a collective group in order to
encourage cooperation with the political goals of an outside power.

The third unusual military activity which both colonialism and NATO
peacekeeping in the Balkans share is the use of military force to support
particular political figures over their detractors. In colonial times, military
commanders would often forcibly replace particular local leaders with oth-
ers more amenable to their control. For example, in Morocco, French Gen-
eral Louis-Hubert Lyautey had a powerful sultan replaced with his brother,
a bookish man who happily withdrew to his study and allowed the French
to run the country without much interference.40 In the Philippines, Amer-
ican forces used divide-and-conquer tactics to reward elites who informed
on each other, often by granting political offices to those who cooperated
with them.41

An example from Bosnia shows that not that much has changed. In
1997, many in the international community believed that the success of the
Dayton Accords hinged on the fate of one individual: the president of
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Republica Srpska (the Serbian sector of Bosnia), Biljana Plavsic. Plavsic
had originally been a hard-line Serbian nationalist, and she was later con-
victed of war crimes by the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former
Yugoslavia and sentenced to 11 years in prison. However in the late 1990s
she had not yet been prosecuted. She in fact had been invited to a number
of international conferences on foreign aid policy. Because she had been
exposed through these conferences to the aid conditionality practices used
by the international donor community as it made decisions about who was
deserving of funds, she had become convinced by June 1997 that cooper-
ation with the Office of the High Representative (OHR) for Bosnia and
with NATO’s SFOR was necessary for the economic well-being of BiH’s
Serbian population. As a result, on June 28 she fired her own interior min-
ister, a strong supporter of the Serbian hard-line faction, on charges of cor-
ruption.

Immediately, her government rose up against her, calling her actions
unconstitutional under republican law and charging that she was working
with the international community to undermine Bosnian Serb independ-
ence.42 In early July, Plavsic traveled to Great Britain and on her return was
temporarily placed under house arrest by Republica Srpska authorities.
When she was released, she ordered the dissolution of the republic’s par-
liament and called for new elections in September, actions that her gov-
ernment did not recognize and that led it to call for her to step down. While
this did not quite constitute a civil war, it was certainly a civil standoff,
between the rest of the republic’s government on one side and Plavsic on
the other. She was immediately placed under the armed protection of
British SFOR troops.43 Over the next several weeks, SFOR troops took
control over hard-line Serb-controlled television stations that were broad-
casting propaganda and threats against Plavsic and SFOR, and raided a
number of local police stations, finding significant arms caches that con-
vinced the international community that a coup was being planned against
Plavsic.

Plavsic’s new position as what amounted to an ally of the West was
complicated by another underlying issue: NATO’s recent attempt to cap-
ture a different indicted Serbian war criminal on Bosnian territory, Simo
Drljaca. This attempt had ended in a shoot-out with British troops, and
Drljaca was killed instead of being captured for trial. Following this inci-
dent, Serbian hardliners depicted NATO British forces on television as the
reincarnation of the pro-Nazi Croatian Ustase from the World War II era,
and labeled Plavsic as their stooge.44 In other words, NATO troops were
clearly coming down on one side of a very heated and nasty political bat-
tle inside Bosnia.
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NATO troops continued to protect Plavsic. Perhaps the most stunning
use of military force on her behalf came in September. Hardliners in the
town of Banja Luka, where Plavsic was based, planned a demonstration
rally against her on September 8. SFOR got word that the rest of what had
been the Bosnian Serb government, based in the town of Pale and no longer
recognized by the OHR as legitimate, intended to send dozens of busloads
of armed and drunk supporters into Banja Luka to join the rally. The rump
government thought it could create a melee and bring Plavsic down.
NATO had already set up a number of checkpoints on the roads connect-
ing the two areas, and it now used them to delay the progress of the
buses—verbally, by having checkpoint guards engage in intentionally con-
fusing conversations with the drunk drivers of the convoy, and physically,
by sending out slow-moving vehicles to block the progress of the buses on
the roads (and according to one report, by throwing spikes on the road in
front of the first bus in line to cause its tires to puncture).45 The armed and
drunk hardliners never made it to the rally, which fizzled into an embar-
rassment. The broadcast of these events by moderate local media sources
boosted Plavsic’s support in the election, and she won.

The goals of the international community in this case were consistent
with their liberal vision for Bosnia’s future. Blocking violent protesters
who were attempting what amounted to a coup was certainly something
that served electoral democracy, too. Yet by taking one side in a constitu-
tional struggle, NATO and the OHR demonstrated their willingness to
enforce an outside political agenda on BiH society. It was the use of out-
side force that tipped the election in Plavsic’s favor—not the political
resources that were internal to Bosnian society. What made this case par-
ticularly ironic was that Plavsic was later indicted for committing war
crimes during the hostilities in Bosnia. She turned herself in to the Interna-
tional War Crimes Tribunal for Yugoslavia, and is now in prison. In other
words, NATO exerted its military might in order to support what
amounted to one war criminal over another, for the sake of furthering the
political interests of the West in undermining Serbian hardliners.

The fourth at least passing similarity between colonialism and NATO
operations in the Balkans is the use of force to encourage demographic
change—in the case of the peacekeeping operations, to undo the effects of
ethnic cleansing. Obviously once again the goals and means differ. In the
colonial era, populations were sometimes relocated by force in order to
separate armed insurgents from civilians who might otherwise support
them, for example by providing them with food and shelter. The British did
this in Malaya as late as the early 1950s,46 following the example the
French used against the Tokolor population in Sudan in the late nineteenth
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century47 and that the U.S. tried as a repeated temporary measure in the
Philippines in the early twentieth century.48 In the colonial era no one ever
seemed to question the ethics of moving a population out of their current
homes for a larger political end. If establishing stability required depriving
rebel forces of their support base by forcible relocation, so be it.

In the Balkans, NATO military forces have certainly not forcibly relo-
cated villages. In Bosnia, there is a process of ethnic eviction that usually
must take place for displaced persons to return to the homes that they fled
when ethnic cleansing was at its peak, since those houses are now occupied
by families from ethnic groups whose paramilitaries drove out the original
occupants during the war. But NATO has been very careful not to partici-
pate directly in that process. Instead, when SFOR troops hear about prop-
erty claims during their routine patrols, they bring those claims to the
attention of civilian authorities. SFOR also uses its mapping software to
help in the process of verifying property claims, and it provides a presence
that helps ensure security for returnees once they arrive.49 Yet when an
occupying family has to be evicted in order for an owner to return home,
under the Displaced Persons Property Law Implementation Plan passed by
the OHR in 1999, it is local police and local authorities who must manage
the process, and SFOR will not intervene to make it happen.50

Yet in Kosovo American forces have been directly used to try to con-
vince occupying Albanians to leave Serbian-owned homes, even though
the U.S. troops say that they do not do evictions per se.51 And certainly
NATO troops have used force to try to convince hostile ethnic populations
to allow minorities to return to their homes, after those minorities have
been encouraged to return by UN authorities. Sometimes these NATO
actions have aggravated violent clashes that NATO troops then have to
control.

One of the best examples of this is the complex story of the divided city
of Mitrovica in Kosovo. The last chapter talked about one incident from
that case, but it is worth looking at as a whole in greater detail. Following
the war and the major influx of refugee returns in Summer 1999, the
northern half of the city remained almost completely ethnically Serbian,
and the southern half became almost completely ethnically Albanian. A
major bridge, heavily guarded by KFOR troops protected with barbed
wire and other barricades, keeps a de facto demilitarized zone between the
two sides—who each blame the other for wartime suffering.

In February 2000, a grenade was detonated inside a Serbian café in the
north, and this provoked weeks of rioting by Serbs who blamed Albanians
for the attack. Nine Mitrovica residents died in the riots. The immediate
result was further ethnic separation, as 1,500 Albanians who had
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remained in the north fled south to safety.52 In an effort to control the riot-
ing, KFOR decided to move more forces into the city. The French troops
who normally patrolled the northern sector were bolstered by an Ameri-
can battalion, as described in the last chapter, but to no effect. The rioting
got worse, and several NATO troops were injured.53 The next day, Alba-
nians on the southern side of the city who said they wanted to return to the
north clashed with British troops who refused to allow them over the
bridge. Although UN officials had shouted out to the Albanian crowd from
the top floor of a nearby building that returns would soon be possible, Ser-
bian hardliners who were self-appointed “bridge guardians” had earlier
warned that any mass attempt by Albanians to cross the bridge would be
met with deadly force. The Serb hardliners backed up this threat with a
huge counter-demonstration on their side of the bridge.54

As the violence of the Serbian demonstrations escalated, U.S. troops
once again entered the Serbian sector, this time swooping down by heli-
copter at dawn. They arrested eight Serbs who were ringleaders of the vio-
lence, and seized Serb weapons while the French (this time) provided a
security cordon. KFOR announced that Albanians forced from the north
would soon begin returning to their homes under NATO protection.55

KFOR then built a special new bridge across the dividing line, very near
the existing bridge but with one end leading directly to the former Alban-
ian area in the north (known as Little Bosnia). It was hoped that this would
give the returnees an extra sense of security.56

The returns process began, with Albanians crossing the bridge into Lit-
tle Bosnia, but the violence didn’t stop. In early March a street fight broke
out in the north between ethnic Albanians and Serbs, when an Albanian
used a crowbar to attack a Serb who was taunting and threatening him.
Fellow Serbs surged out to defend their compatriot, and a second Alban-
ian shot one of these Serbs dead.57 The Serb mob grew larger and angrier
in response, and apparently some Albanians lobbed grenades into the mob.
Seventeen French soldiers who were trying to control the rioting (but
whom the Albanians viewed as pro-Serb, because of their failure to stop
the earlier anti-Albanian violence in the north) were injured by the
grenades, apparently accidentally.58

The unrest and violence continued throughout 2001. Numerous press
reports document rioting and ethnic attacks by each side against the other,
with NATO troops often caught in the middle—first as they attempted to
protect convoys of Albanian returnees to the north, and then as they tried
to contain retribution violence led by the Albanian returnees against the
Serb population. The situation in Mitrovica remained far from settled at the
time this book went to press. It is a good example of how the international
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community is continuing to use NATO troops to try to enforce an integra-
tionist view for Kosovo—one that may not ultimately be sustainable in the
absence of political will among its citizenry.

One set of events demonstrates what happens when all four of these
unusual military activities—riot control, community rewards and sanc-
tions, the support of particular political factions, and efforts at demo-
graphic control—come together. That case involves the actions taken by
NATO troops in response to activism by the Croatian independence move-
ment inside BiH in spring and summer 2001. Croat nationalists were not
happy with the Dayton division of the country, and began agitating for the
right to have their territory annexed to the state of Croatia instead.

In March 2001, Ante Jelavic, head of the Croat Democratic Union
(HDZ) party (and the Croatian member of the joint BiH presidency who
had earlier been removed by the OHR, as discussed in chapter 2), publicly
demanded ethnic Croatian autonomy inside Bosnia. He asked all ethni-
cally Croatian soldiers and police officers to stop recognizing the Mus-
lim/Croat Federation authorities, who until that point had been their com-
manders. Since moderates had been elected to all of the open state and fed-
eration offices that past November, Jelavic’s move was widely seen as a
far-fetched ploy to keep the HDZ in power without democratic support.59

Yet most of the approximately 8,000 ethnically Croat military troops in
the Federation army deserted their posts in a show of support for the
HDZ,60 and more than 20 high-ranking officers publicly refused to follow
the orders of the Federation command61 in what NATO termed an “organ-
ized mutiny.”62 Some of the military installations were then occupied by
the deserters, or by veterans’ groups who supported the nationalist cause.
SFOR commander Lieutenant General Michael Dodson, using the lan-
guage of the Dayton Accords that gave SFOR responsibility for oversight
of Bosnian weapons storage facilities, ordered all munitions at Croat facil-
ities to be seized and the barracks themselves to be put under SFOR con-
trol.63

Simultaneously, Bosnian High Representative Petritsch—the man who
had earlier fired Jelavic from the presidency—took control over the
national bank that was responsible for financing the Croatian separatists
in Bosnia, the Bank Hercegovacka (including its 10 local branches). Work-
ing with NATO, he used SFOR troops to protect OHR officials and UN
police who seized the bank’s records; he then suspended the existing bank
managers and replaced the staff with his own provisional appointees.64

SFOR troops faced ethnic Croatian rioters at the main bank branch in
Mostar and at several local branches when they first tried to take over the
bank on April 6. The rioters, including members of the Croatian police and
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army,65 shouted “occupiers, occupiers” at those raiding the bank.66 The
international community representatives had to return to Mostar in the
middle of the night two weeks later with 80 armored vehicles and 20 hel-
icopters; British-led SFOR troops then blasted open the bank doors and
vaults with explosives to achieve Petritsch’s goals.67 While this second
operation was termed a successful use of SFOR force, it was widely criti-
cized for being ham-handed and for aggravating ethnic tensions.

The Difficulty of Multilateralism

These cases demonstrate that while the goals of the international commu-
nity were certainly not the same as those of earlier colonial governors, and
while the means used to achieve those goals had been significantly moder-
ated from that earlier point in history, there was still some degree of simi-
larity in how military force was used in the two eras. But a closer exami-
nation of several of these examples indicates that the international com-
munity faces a problem in the Balkans that complicates the successful use
of force for these purposes. While the international community would like,
at least to some extent, to force the Balkans into a liberal democratic and
ethnically integrated template of development, it is often impossible for
various countries and nongovernmental actors, each operating under their
own, independent set of liberal democratic norms, to force any consistent
political vision on anyone else. In the above examples there were often too
many liberal democratic players, each with their own set of deeply embed-
ded philosophical norms (and organizational self-interests, which are often
hard to disentangle from those norms) about how to do things to have a
coherent outcome.

The players range from the individual NATO member states and their
military organizations, who have different limiting rules about how their
forces may be used abroad, to various UN agencies and NGOs who are
naturally suspicious about the efforts of any military organizations to limit
their activities. The result is that there is no way of establishing clear lines
of control over what happens when. This multiplicity of operating proce-
dures is not something that can be changed by clearer communication or
better discussion; it is simply a fact of life in the liberal democratic inter-
national community.

Colonial occupations were also sometimes characterized by muddled
lines of control. The French colonial army was notable for its tendency to
ignore directives coming from Paris and to work around the titular local
French civilian leaders on the ground. Officers in Africa acted without the
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permission of civilian authorities and often without their knowledge,
sometimes starting new wars that French leaders would have preferred to
avoid. This was especially common in areas of the empire that were
deemed less important by Paris, and that as a result received less ministe-
rial oversight.68 Over time, this meant that the arrival or departure of a
particular military commander could have an unsettling impact on the
colony, as individual philosophies about how to treat indigenous culture
and indigenous political leaders clashed.69 In the Philippines, too, the dif-
fering personalities of American military governors and commanders often
sent conflicting messages to the population about American goals and
intentions, with some officials practicing a live and let live policy while oth-
ers, like Leonard Wood, engaged in almost constant warfare and were
famed for their brutality.70

Yet despite the personal vicissitudes of colonial rulers, and despite bat-
tles over civilian versus military control of colonial activity, there were
nonetheless clear national goals of territory and profit (and sometimes con-
version to Christianity) motivating the actions taken by the representatives
of each empire. There was also a consistent background threat communi-
cated to the populations of the British, French, and American empires alike
that failure to comply with colonial rules would be met with force. There
was no need for multilateral or international cooperation, and little polit-
ical space was given at home to debate over what military organizations
should or should not be doing while abroad.

In contrast, several of the examples described above of NATO military
activities in Bosnia and Kosovo were constrained or weakened either by
national limitations on how force might be used or by the fact that no one
body was ever in real control of the actions taken on the ground. Let us
reexamine some of these cases.

Multilateralism and the Use of Troops for Policing

As was mentioned in chapter 2, IFOR (the original NATO-led peace-
keeping force in Bosnia) was criticized by the liberal international com-
munity for its failure to take action to ensure the safe integration of eth-
nic groups immediately following the Dayton Accords of 1995. The most
glaring example of this was when military troops stood by as ethnic Serbs
burned and looted apartments in the area surrounding the capital city of
Sarajevo in early 1996.71 The Dayton Accords stipulated that seven sub-
urban municipalities, the scene of heavy fighting and ethnic cleansing dur-
ing the civil war that were now occupied largely by ethnic Serbs, were to

134 MI LITARY TASKS AN D MU LTI LATERALISM



be transferred to the political control of the Muslim-Croat Federation.
The suburbs sat at a height above Sarajevo, and the primary reason for
the transfer was reportedly to ensure the safety of Sarajevo proper from
sniper attacks. The transfer was also designed to ensure that Muslims and
Croats driven from their homes during the war could safely return. But
fueled at least in part by intimidation from Serbian paramilitary groups,
most of the Serbian population living in these suburbs—both those who
had lived there continuously since before the war, back when the suburbs
were ethnically integrated, and those who as displaced persons from else-
where had occupied homes left vacant by the ethnic cleansing of non-
Serbs—deserted the area and migrated into Republica Srpska. As they left,
the residents stripped the homes of everything of value, including wiring
and plumbing, and Serbian arsonists burned some neighborhoods to the
ground.

There was an International Police Task Force (IPTF) on the ground at
that time as part of the Dayton Accords, under the control of the United
Nations. But the IPTF was unarmed and was only mandated to provide
supervision and oversight to local police forces, not to take any police
actions itself—probably because the international community did not wish
to take actions that might be seen as neocolonial. The local police forces,
however, were dominated by ethnic nationalists who did not wish to see
integration happen. The IPTF had no enforcement power, even though its
Commissioner’s Guidance Notes stated that the local police “must realign
their missions from the protection of the state to the protection of citizen’s
rights.”72 Meanwhile NATO member states were unwilling to let IFOR
military troops use force for anything except the military purposes outlined
in the Dayton Accords. As a result, the international community was
unable to accomplish the forcible integration it intended.

With the change of mandate that was associated with the transition
between IFOR and SFOR, and also with the appointment of General Wes-
ley K. Clark as the new commander of NATO (SACEUR),73 this situation
began to change. Yet both in SFOR and later in KFOR, military forces
have been reluctant to intervene in untraditional ways, even when not
doing so threatens the success of the NATO mission. Furthermore, military
and civilian actions have not always been well coordinated. This lack of
cohesion has been clear, for example, in response to ethnic rioting. In the
case of the cornerstone laying at the Ferhadija mosque in Banja Luka in
early May 2001, discussed above, a mob of several thousand protestors
broke through the local police cordon and threatened members of the
international community who were there to witness the celebration. The
mob effectively imprisoned the American head of the Bosnian UN mission
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and the Austrian and British ambassadors to Bosnia (among others) in the
nearby Islamic community building. High Representative Petritsch said
that the violence was the fault of the Republica Srpska authorities, and
wrote, “I am shocked that the Republika Srpska still appears to be a place
with no rule of law, no civilized behavior, and no religious freedom.”74

It would be surprising if he were truly shocked, however, and the inter-
national community should have been better prepared for violence. SFOR
spokesperson (and Canadian Captain) Andrew Coxhead defended the
British and Italian troops who helped evacuate the dignitaries but did not
intervene in the rioting, saying, “It would be inappropriate for us to not
allow the police to fulfill their duties. . . . SFOR intervention only would
have occurred if the police had completely failed to resolve the situa-
tion.”75 Yet inaction here undermined the deterrent effect that the presence
of those troops was supposed to have. Granting ownership of the peace
process to the same Serb hardliners who had destroyed the mosque exactly
eight years before was not an effective tactic to take.

When the ceremony was tried again weeks later, it succeeded. This time,
the OHR used its appointments leverage to compel local authorities to
deploy a more convincing police presence; under the threat of removing
people from office, the OHR ensured that the police were instructed to
defend whoever might be harmed. Perhaps more important, SFOR district
commander General Rick Hillier (a Canadian) gave “Person Designated
with a Special Status” standing to the Bosniac officials attending the cere-
mony, which legally allowed “SFOR to intervene, where and when it needs
to, to protect people without waiting for any request of local authorities or
the International Community.”76 In other words, the NATO deterrent was
given teeth. When the international community really wanted to accom-
plish a political goal in Bosnia it could do so, but not always the first time
around—and not without emphasizing that it would impose a political
vision on the region with or without local consensus.

A similarly uncoordinated situation had actually been faced by the
international community in the Croatian bank takeover crisis a month ear-
lier. (Learning has not been a strength of the Bosnian peace mission.)
According to one knowledgeable NATO official, the rules of engagement
that were specified for the initial bank takeover effort were insufficient to
allow SFOR to react as strongly as it might have once the rioting broke out.
Each SFOR member state has the ability to “flash their red card,” or to
declare that a particular military order coming from the top is politically
unacceptable for them to carry out. This NATO official said that when the
rioting broke out, the Spanish contingent guarding the bank takeover
flashed its red card, because Spanish military troops are not allowed to
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engage in riot-control activities. As a result the SFOR contingent assigned
to the event was forced to withdraw.77 A second NATO official confirmed
that there was insufficient coordination among the various actors to craft
an appropriate contingency plan in anticipation of the rioting, and also
confirmed that Spain would not allow its troops to be used for riot con-
trol.78 A Spanish military officer explained that Spain divides security
activities into “blue box” and “green box” activities, and that while mili-
tary troops may be used to provide perimeter security (the green box), they
may not be used for immediate police actions (the blue box). He argues
that SFOR lacked a good understanding of the real situation in Mostar,
and that Spanish forces should never have been assigned to guard the bank
takeover given the political situation there, since the SFOR command
knew about the Spanish red card.79

Spanish troops were also reported to have loosely interpreted their
orders at that time to intervene in the simultaneous Croatian barracks
mutiny. They sent an unarmed contingent to one arms depot and simply
watched as the rebel Croat forces operated there. French commanders,
too, were reportedly reluctant to follow the orders of the American NATO
commander. Major General Robert Meille said at a press conference,
“They are rebels. But this is the problem of the government. It is not my
problem.”80 The same French reluctance to follow the general NATO plan
of operations has been noted in Mitrovica, Kosovo, where the French are
known not to favor the ethnic reintegration plan that NATO and the UN
are following.81

A different form of uncoordinated military activity might have ham-
pered the actions taken on behalf of Plavsic in 1997. In that case, it was
U.S. policy, particularly the “force protection” policy described in chapter
4—protecting the safety of U.S. troops in the field—that challenged the
cohesion of the international community. As was noted in the previous
chapter, U.S. policymakers widely believe that the American public will not
tolerate casualties on peacekeeping missions. To respond to this demo-
cratic imperative, the notion goes, U.S. forces on such missions must be
kept safe. In this case, U.S. troops who had been raiding the police stations
that were suspected of stockpiling weapons for an anti-Plavsic coup with-
drew after they were stoned and firebombed by a mob. The directive
apparently came down from Washington that U.S. forces were not to risk
casualties over an internal Bosnian political dispute.82

Later in that same set of incidents, U.S. troops confronted Serbian hard-
liners over control of a television station in the town of Bijeljina that was
broadcasting attacks against NATO. But the deputy UN official in charge
of the Bosnian mission, American diplomat Jacques Klein, negotiated a
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separate deal with the Serbian hardliners in an effort to stave off violence,
apparently without the approval of the then-High Representative Carl
Westendorp. On orders from Washington, the American troops turned
over the station to the hardliners it had been confronting, despite the anger
that this provoked in the OHR.83 These actions did not seem, in the end,
to undercut the effectiveness of the international community’s pro-Plavsic
efforts. They do, though, highlight the limits of liberal coalition coopera-
tion when military activities become messy.

Multilateralism and Humanitarian Aid Decisions

It is not only police actions that reveal the limits of multilateralism. Efforts
to direct humanitarian aid delivery, in order to reward or sanction local
community behavior, also come up against limits on cohesive interpreta-
tion of how to express liberal values. The announcement of aid condition-
ality may have some effect on the behavior of those supposedly affected by
it. Yet there are real limits to how well the diverse international commu-
nity is able to coordinate who gets what aid. For example, the “Open
Cities” conditional aid program in Bosnia is widely perceived by NATO
officials to have been a failure. This is because once particular Bosnian
mayors had convinced EU and UN donors that they embraced the Dayton
Accords, little coordinated monitoring of their later actions proved feasi-
ble. There is much suspicion that the aid community was suckered into
continuing to fund hard-line nationalists.84

In the case of military sanctioning, even if the CIMIC (Civil-Military
Cooperation) aid that is under the control of SFOR or KFOR military
troops is withheld, humanitarian NGOs are free to give independent
help to whomever they like. Military contingents usually lack the
authority to restrict their movements, because to limit participation in
humanitarian aid delivery goes against UN principles. In the Bosnian
example of Kotor Varos cited above, where the Canadian SFOR contin-
gent attempted to sanction the town for its noncompliance with the
Dayton Accords, “The team’s efforts were undermined several days later
when an NGO announced a major donation to the town. . . . With this
NGO’s money the mayor was able to ignore pressure to accept minority
returns.”85

In the American KFOR contingent’s sanctioning of the Kosovo town of
Strpce in July 2000, a number of NGOs were asked to withhold their aid
and were denied U.S. CIMIC support for projects in that locale for the sev-
eral days that the sanctions lasted. The NGOs were reportedly quite angry
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and made their views known in Washington.86 Even the United Nations
authorities who had been physically attacked in Strpce publicly distanced
themselves from U.S. sanctions; the local UN administrator, a French citi-
zen, “called the punishment ‘politically stupid’ and resigned.”87 In what
may have been a delayed show of unity with the rest of the international
community, a year later the new American commander of MNB(E),
Brigadier General Bill David, presented the town of Strpce with gifts of a
fire truck and a garbage truck in “a sign that the town was cooperating well
with KFOR and UNMIK” and “to aid with cooperation in the future.”88

The press reports of disagreements over targeted aid policy tend to por-
tray them as philosophical debates over what the mandate of the interna-
tional community should be. The question at the heart of these divides
seems to be whether the international community should punish ordinary
citizens for the ethnic intolerance of their representative officials, or
whether aid should be given to everyone equally regardless of local politi-
cal behavior. But private conversations with a variety of NATO civilian
and military officials hint at a darker picture, revealing that some national
military contingents have developed bad reputations for using aid to serve
national commercial interests rather than shared humanitarian goals. No
one wants to say which states are the culprits. In the words of British
Colonel John Rollins, Deputy Director of CIMIC at SHAPE, however,
“Bilateralism—even unilateralism—by national military contingents in
theater is rife. This has been particularly true in Kosovo. . . . This under-
mines trust between the military and the humanitarian community on the
ground.”89

When all of these examples are put together, the picture that emerges is
quite a bit different from the one presented at first, where the western inter-
national community was seen to be imposing a particular political future
on the Balkans by force. What we see instead is a variety of national and
nongovernmental actors trying their best—but often failing—to present a
coherent message to the involved populations about what is expected of
them. Peace operations in the Balkans may be an attempt to move those
societies in a liberal democratic direction, but by their very nature such
multilateral efforts cannot control social or political sovereignty very effec-
tively. The inconsistencies of the international community provide loop-
holes for the opponents of the peace process to jump through, and leave
local populations confused about what the international community is
really trying to do. The mixed messages that the international military
forces send about democracy versus fiat and about encouragement versus
blackmail may indeed harm the long-term reputation of both the United
Nations and NATO in the region.
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Australia in Interfet

There is a counter-example of a multilateral peace enforcement mission,
authorized by the UN Security Council and designed to impose a particu-
lar political outcome on a society, that worked well, at least in its initial
stages. That is the Australian-led military mission in East Timor, which was
deployed for six months in response to the violence that accompanied the
country’s independence referendum in Sept. 1999.

In one sense the Interfet operation impinged less on local sovereignty
than did the peace enforcement missions in Bosnia and Kosovo, because a
78 percent vote in favor of independent statehood made the preferences of
the East Timorese population clear. Most Timorese welcomed Interfet’s
presence.90 Interfet was designed primarily to remove an occupying force
that otherwise might not leave quickly, namely the Indonesians; it sup-
ported a political outcome that most Timorese preferred on their own. Yet
much of the violence resulting from the ballot, and especially the continu-
ing threats of retribution faced by the East Timorese, came not only (and
perhaps not even primarily) from the outside Indonesian forces. Instead
the violence was caused by local soldiers who were serving in the Indone-
sian military (the so-called “territorials” recruited from within East Timor
itself), and from paramilitary militias whose political and economic inter-
ests were harmed by the Indonesian withdrawal.91 Later, territorials and
militia members who attempted to return home to East Timor also risked
retaliatory lynching by the pro-independence parties, and had to be pro-
tected by outside military forces. In the absence of Interfet, locally moti-
vated mob violence may very well have left East Timor permanently unsta-
ble and depopulated. In this sense, then, Interfet was also designed to
impose a particular political outcome—independence and peaceful cohab-
itation, if not liberal democracy—on a society that would not have reached
it on its own.

Two things set the well coordinated Interfet operation apart from the
NATO operations in Bosnia and Kosovo. First, as Australian army analyst
Alan Ryan demonstrates, Australia managed to keep centralized control
over operational planning. Interfet did not suffer from the lack of cohesion
found in the Balkans peace operations. Yet Interfet was a truly multina-
tional operation. A great deal of negotiation by Australian authorities
(both civilian diplomats and military attachés) was required in order to get
other countries to contribute troops to Interfet, especially the members of
ASEAN (the Association of South East Asian Nations) who were reluctant
to take actions that might be seen as intervening in the internal affairs of
Indonesia.92 What this meant was that the roles taken by each of the force
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contributors on the ground had to be painstakingly designed to mesh, and
then negotiated with the relevant foreign authorities, by the Interfet force
commander, Australian Major General Peter Cosgrove.93

Australia was recognized unquestionably as the preponderant military
power in the region, and therefore as the appropriate lead nation for the
mission. When this fact was combined with the longstanding cooperative
security arrangement that Australia had with New Zealand and Great
Britain, which led to common doctrinal practices and understandings
among those three countries (easing the process of joint, mission-specific
contingency planning),94 it meant that Australian military planners had the
ability to make key decisions on their own, and then oversee their imple-
mentation through well coordinated negotiations with other forces.95 One
particular benefit of this system was that Australia was able to place well
prepared and equipped combat forces in the most dangerous areas of East
Timor, while ensuring that countries who were less willing to risk violence
had their soldiers assigned to the humanitarian aid activities at which they
excelled.96 Australia thus sidestepped one of the most common difficulties
of multilateral peacekeeping missions that are commanded by the UN,
where troops are sometimes deployed into situations they are not equipped
to handle.

Australia’s leadership of the entire peacekeeping operation was also,
ironically, made easier by the level of destruction that permeated the East
Timorese countryside. Because East Timor was perceived to be a danger-
ous place, plagued not only by violence but also by poor roads, poor san-
itation, and rampant disease that could harm the unprotected, the support
of core combat forces was necessary in order for humanitarian aid to be
delivered to outlying areas. Especially given the destruction of East Timor’s
infrastructure in the days following the ballot, humanitarian NGOs
needed military backing to do their work. This meant that there was little
opportunity for inconsistencies to arise in the approaches taken to the mis-
sion, since the military could effectively control where aid workers went.
(In this sense, Interfet resembled the UNTAES mission described in chap-
ter 2, where Special Representative Jacques Klein could veto the participa-
tion of certain NGOs in the work in Eastern Slavonia.)

The second factor which set Interfet apart from the Balkans was that the
core combat forces who were involved in Interfet—the Australians, New
Zealanders and British—were all prepared and trained to engage in a wide
variety of atypical military activities on the ground, especially activities
that blur the line between military and police action and humanitarianism.
Each of these military forces pride themselves on their flexibility. The
British (as noted above) see this as part of their colonial heritage. Many
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Australian officers trace their own institutional preparedness in this regard
to the fact that their military doctrine was originally borrowed from the
British model. They especially credit Australian participation in the British
counterinsurgency campaign in Malaya in the 1950s.97 Brigadier Mark
Evans, commander of the Australian army brigade (3RAR) that led Inter-
fet into East Timor in Sept. 1999, had himself served earlier as an officer
for the British army in Northern Ireland.98 Particularly important in this
tradition is the notion that if the troops are able to win the hearts and
minds of the local population, they then receive information from the
locals that enhances their ability to fulfill their missions successfully.

The Australian forces were particularly well prepared for the kinds of
activities that peacekeeping entails. In the 1980s and 1990s, as the threats
associated with the cold war declined, Australian tactical flexibility was
reinforced by the fact that commanders were planning for the possibility
of low-level counterinsurgency operations. In particular, they thought it
was likely that at some point the Australian Defence Forces (ADF) would
be called on to defend Australia from harassment or sabotage arising from
instability in the South Pacific.99 One senior Australian officer said that as
a result, the ADF trains extensively in activities like disarmament and
detention of hostile individuals and small groups.100 Another pointed out
that the ADF emphasizes training in what is called “services-protected per-
sonnel evacuation,” or cases where Australian diplomats and other civil-
ians need emergency evacuation from a hostile political environment
abroad. This officer argued that complex humanitarian missions are in
many ways similar to evacuation missions: in both cases forces need to
establish an entry point and then extend their control to additional pre-
selected areas; in evacuation missions this system brings people out, and in
complex humanitarian missions it brings relief supplies and troops in.101

Furthermore, the ADF had previous experience on peace operations to
use in its Interfet preparations. The Chief of the Australian General Staff
in the mid-1990s, Lieutenant General John Sanderson, had commanded
the military component of the UN peacekeeping mission in Cambodia
(UNTAC), whose mission changed midstream to include guarding
refugees, arresting and detaining human rights violators, and securing the
safety of the electoral process and of unarmed UN personnel.102 Sanderson
stressed in Cambodia the importance of keeping negotiation channels open
with forces who might be hostile to mission success, and his advice was
actively sought and applied as the ADF was putting together the Interfet
mission. Beyond UNTAC, several senior ADF officers who trained and led
some of the contingents going into East Timor had earlier served on the
United States–commanded UNITAF mission in Somalia. The Australian
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component on that UNITAF mission was proud of its success in winning
the hearts and minds of both the local Somali population and the NGO
community in its area of operations,103 and this helped cement the lessons
of the British model. Australia learned a different set of lessons from Soma-
lia than the Americans had.

This combination of resources held by the ADF—centralized control
over mission planning and execution, and the willingness of the core com-
bat forces to engage in flexible military action—meant that Interfet was able
to send a clear and coherent message to the local population, one that inte-
grated its various components. It went in to East Timor prepared for battle
if necessary, with an all-encompassing UN mandate backed by a tough
deterrent force, but it preferred to avoid bloodshed if possible and its per-
sonnel were sympathetic to the concerns of the local population. The ADF
would take whatever actions were necessary to restore a sense of security
among the East Timorese, including police actions if required, and the brunt
of any hostility would be faced by forces prepared to take casualties.

Of course, the Interfet mission was temporary. It ended in February
2000, when the more complex and multifaceted UN mission to East Timor,
UNTAET, was deployed. There was a high degree of continuity in the mil-
itary personnel used in the two missions—over 70 percent of the soldiers
on the final rotation of Interfet stayed for the first rotation of UNTAET,104

and Australia and New Zealand remained the dominant forces in the
volatile Western sector of East Timor. But the transfer to UN authority sig-
nificantly expanded the purposes of the mission to include democratiza-
tion, civil society, and economic development tasks, and at that point the
variety of international organizations descending on East Timor exploded.
UN personnel on the mission were harshly criticized for their obvious dis-
plays of wealth on the ground, their lack of organization, their wastage of
resources, and the slow pace of the inclusion of local East Timorese in civil
management activities.105 Once the goals of the international community
became more complex, the ability to maintain cohesion over operations
was lost. As previous chapters have noted, it is not clear at this point that
the attempt to create a functioning, independent, liberal democratic state
in East Timor will work over the long term.

The Dilemmas of Liberal Democratic Intervention

Today’s acceptance of multilateralism as a badge of legitimacy could be seen
as presenting a conundrum. On the one hand, peacekeeping missions can-
not afford to be exclusionary. The goal of imposing a particular form of
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political sovereignty on a troubled society is a controversial one, and this
means that the international community, if it seeks that goal, cannot afford
to have prominent countries be told that their troops aren’t wanted on the
mission. Nor can it tell those countries that their national command author-
ity will be usurped. NGOs will certainly not allow themselves to be sub-
jected to control by military forces whose motives they suspect. (Not sur-
prisingly, they complained about the control that Australian forces exerted
over their activities during Interfet, even as they expressed appreciation for
the ADF’s assistance in getting them where they needed to go.) It is already
hard enough to garner sufficient political will to put well designed complex
peace missions together. If important actors are not given a voice in such
missions, then those missions will be hampered by inadequate resources—
as the United States discovered in its postwar occupation of Iraq.

Even if an actor with an abundance of national resources had sufficient
interest to lead a mission alone, accusations of old-fashioned colonial
intentions would taint the operation and ultimately play into the hands of
the local opposition. Again, Washington discovered this in the early
months of the Iraqi occupation. Liberal democratic actors tend not to trust
the motives of unilateralists. Indeed, one of the reasons that Australia was
so keen to create an ASEAN-supported multinational coalition from the
start of Interfet was to preempt the accusations of ethnic European colo-
nialism that later arose in both Indonesia and Malaysia.

When all the voices that want a say in mission design and execution are
heard, however, the result is a cacophony of competing norms and inter-
ests that often undermines operational coherence. The result can be a secu-
rity quagmire, where too many opportunities are created for revisionists to
subvert the international community’s goals while seeking their own ends.
NATO is widely perceived to be a more effective military actor than the
UN is in general, but even NATO does not function as a consistent force
on peace missions. A liberal democratic style of complex intervention
results in messy outcomes.

The Australian lead role in Interfet provides a hybrid model of how this
can be done better. The goal was simple: to restore order. The technique,
which necessitated a great deal of cooperation between Australian military
commanders and diplomats, was clever: keep control of the mission, while
encouraging others to participate in ways appropriate to their resources.
The outcome was a multilaterally supported operation that retained its
coherence remarkably well, and is cited as one of the few unquestioned
successes of UN peacekeeping. It is time that the United States, when it
intervenes in places like Afghanistan and Iraq, learns from the Australian
experience on Interfet. Multilateralism is manageable, if it is done right.
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Why Peacekeeping Still Matters

In recent years a new trend has emerged in world affairs. The United
States, usually with the support of a few selected allies, has gone to war far
from its borders for the explicit purpose of replacing existing political
regimes with ones more congenial to U.S. interests and values. Whether the
stated goals were humanitarian, as in Kosovo, or designed to protect
Americans from the threat of terrorism, as in Afghanistan and (according
to President George W. Bush) Iraq, these military interventions have gone
forward without United Nations Security Council authorization.

Yet despite deep-seated official U.S. skepticism about UN capabilities
and political motives, sooner or later Washington has been forced to turn
back to some form of multilateralism to get the support it needs to ensure
security and reconstruction in these countries after the wars are over. While
it is now common to refer to the United States as a new imperial power, the
truth is that the U.S. acting alone lacks the political will to establish a real
empire. Americans do not want to devote the time and resources (in terms
of both troop numbers and financing) that are necessary for a long-term
occupation regime to succeed. Unlike the colonial era of a century ago, the
public sees too little gain to justify the expenditure of lives and tax dollars
that a long-term unilateral occupation entails. There is neither much profit
nor much competitive strategic value to be had from controlling territory
far from home.

It is not surprising, then, that U.S.-led NATO intervention in Kosovo
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without UN approval was followed by a UN-authorized complex peace-
keeping operation, as Clinton administration officials turned over duties of
reconstruction and reestablishing order to the international community
even as Washington preserved a key role for itself in the mission. U.S.-led
intervention in Afghanistan was again followed by a UN-authorized com-
plex peacekeeping operation in the capital of Kabul, even though Wash-
ington insisted on maintaining military control over outlying, less stable
areas of the country for almost two years afterward. In October 2003,
finally UN authorization was sought and achieved for a country-wide com-
plex peacekeeping operation under NATO command. And while the U.S.
resisted turning to the UN in Iraq, eventually the UN Security Council
authorized a U.S.-commanded complex security keeping operation there,
too. In July 2003, both India and France had disappointed U.S. officials by
refusing to send troops to the country in the absence of such a resolution.
As violence—including against UN humanitarian facilities in the country—
skyrocketed, it became evident that American troops lacked both the
resources and political support back home to do the job of keeping security
by themselves, and eventually a compromise resolution was passed by the
UN in October 2003. Meanwhile a new peacekeeping mission was getting
underway in Liberia as well, and in early 2004 events in Haiti once again
led the U.S. to turn to the UN to authorize a new operation there. Around
the globe there are simmering conflicts that could burst onto the headlines
at any moment, calling out for peacekeeping forces to be deployed.

This means that as time goes on, the lessons of the complex peacekeep-
ing operations of the 1990s remain relevant, despite the American
predilection for unilateral action.

The dilemmas outlined in this book are not going away any time soon.
Tensions will continue between the desire to control political developments
on the ground and the lack of political will to do so. There will also be
ongoing strains between the requirements that operations be on the one
hand cohesive, and on the other legitimized through multilateralism and
local ownership of the peace process. Given the political realities of the
world we live in, what do the perspectives presented here tell us about how
these dilemmas can be resolved?

Lack of State Will

The colonial operations carried out by liberal states at the turn of the twen-
tieth century and the complex peacekeeping operations of more recent
years had one key component in common, despite all their differences.
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They were characterized by the desire of outsiders to control political
events happening on the ground abroad. Whether for self-interested secu-
rity motives or genuine humanitarianism, western liberal democratic states
wanted these foreign regions to adopt more of the values and institutions
of the western liberal democratic world. In more recent times this goal was
shared by significant portions of the peace-kept populations, but a sub-
stantial fraction of the target population has in each case opposed the
international presence, which is why the use of robust military force has
been necessary. While the balance of reasons for undertaking these opera-
tions shifted between the two eras, favoring state self-interest in the former
period and humanitarianism in the latter, the desire for foreign control
over political and social institutions was a constant.

Perhaps the most important lesson to come out of the preceding chap-
ters is that even when liberal democratic states appear to have strong inter-
ests in gaining control over foreign societies, they will almost always lack
the political will to follow through on their plans with cohesive, well
designed operations. Competing political goals get in the way. It has
become a truism to make this argument about peacekeeping. UN corridors
frequently echo with laments about the absence of political will among
member states. But this characteristic of liberal democracies isn’t new; an
absence of political will was a defining characteristic of the colonial period
as well. Colonial hegemony as practiced by the U.S., France, and Great
Britain often lacked cohesion and consistency, because the capitals did not
have the will or the resources to adequately oversee the man-on-the-spot.
This was the case even when empire was seen as being central to how states
defined their competitive standing in the international system, and when
foreign territory was such an important possession that the capitals
decided to send out personnel to occupy it. Ultimately, this lack of consis-
tency is one of the things that led to colonialism’s failure, because insuffi-
cient oversight was associated with on-the-ground brutality, as well as with
mixed messages about which political values the empires held most dear.

What this means is that the lack of political will to do things right and
well in foreign countries is not just an artifact of modern peacekeeping
operations, and it is not something that is likely to be solved just by author-
izing lead states or so-called coalitions of the willing to act. The problem
goes beyond the willingness of interested states to lead operations; it
extends to the willingness to maintain sufficient political interest to coor-
dinate those operations well once they are in place. There is unlikely ever
to be sufficient political will in the current international system by any lib-
eral democratic state or coalition to put together a coherent, long-term
operation whose purpose is to direct political developments abroad. This
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fact should matter to the international community, because it implies that
the lack of forceful will when dealing with peace operations and gover-
norship of foreign countries is a permanent feature of the foreign policy of
powerful states.

There is a tendency among peacekeeping analysts and advocates to try
to persuade countries like the United States to act with more will on peace-
keeping operations. The Brahimi Report issued by the UN Secretary Gen-
eral in 2000, for example, is filled with suggestions about how member
states (and the United States in particular is often implied in its criticisms)
must create mandates for operations that match the resources available to
them, and must follow through on their good intentions with adequate
financing and personnel.1 What is missing from that report is the question
of exactly where the political will to do this is going to come from. Simi-
larly many authors seem to approach the future in the belief that if the great
powers are simply criticized enough for their failure to act or to act cohe-
sively and rationally in peacekeeping, then eventually they can be made to
act. Dozens of books have been written that urge the United Nations
and/or the United States to do more and to do peacekeeping better.2

But one thing the comparison to colonialism brings out is how little
things have changed in the past hundred years. Despite an enormous rev-
olution in norms, for example, that makes blatantly colonial behavior now
unacceptable, international society has not adopted a norm that manages
to create political will where there is none, no matter how good the cause
might seem. What this means for policy planners is that we should expect
a lack of will and consistency, rather than being surprised by its absence.
In the colonial era the key characteristic associated with this inconsistency
was man-on-the-spotism, as the capitals’ intentions were undermined by
colonial officials in the field. In the current era, it may be the privileging of
casualty avoidance over peacekeeping mission accomplishment, or the
notion that military forces can’t do policing even when there’s no one else
to do it.

In both eras, this inconsistency has been unavoidable, given the vicissi-
tudes of public attention in liberal democratic states and the relatively low
priority that both military occupation and peacekeeping have held on the
agenda in comparison to preparing for major war. Rather than simply
lamenting this lack of political will, the international community should
figure out how peacekeeping operations can be better deployed given that
they will often occur with poor coordination, with mixed and even incom-
patible goals, and with insufficient funding and resources. For those who
truly want to transform the politics and culture of foreign societies in the
name of liberal democracy, there should be no expectation that complex
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peacekeeping operations—or anything else demanding coordinated liberal
democratic state action—are the best way to accomplish it.

Why Germany and Japan Don’t Work as Models

In theory, might it not be possible for liberal democracies to impose polit-
ical control abroad, through a carefully directed military occupation pol-
icy? After all, critics might point out, military occupation worked just fine
to turn Germany and Japan into functioning liberal democracies after
World War II. But what sets those two cases apart from both the colonial
regimes that preceded them and the complex peacekeeping operations that
arose later was the balance of political opportunity and will, between the
occupiers and the occupied.

World War II was a total war, fought by the United States and its Euro-
pean allies at great cost, in the belief that their survival as independent
states (and as an overarching liberal democratic society) depended on vic-
tory. This meant that in the occupation era, the political will of the occu-
piers to ensure the success of reforms was immense, because everyone was
frightened about what a resurgence of Japanese or German militarism
would mean. Simultaneously, the level of civilian destruction in both Japan
and Germany was horrific, following lengthy fire-bombing campaigns in
both countries and the use of atomic weapons in Japan. On both sides,
World War II was seen as a total war, and on both sides, enemy civilians
were considered fair targets. The allies fought on until they were able to
wrest unconditional surrender from their enemies. For the populations of
occupied Japan and Germany, this meant that there was no credible polit-
ical alternative to bowing to the conquerors. The victors had demonstrated
their political will to win at any cost. Since resistance would only cause a
prolongation of warfare and further suffering, violent opposition to the
occupiers was rare.

Bush administration officials who wished to make the occupation of
Iraq seem typical in historical terms claimed in August 2003 that there
were frequent attacks against U.S. occupation troops in Germany by rene-
gade Nazis immediately after the war.3 However, the definitive U.S. Army
history of the postwar German occupation negates this. While threats of
violence against U.S. troops were issued, and rumors of anti-American vio-
lence abounded, actual attacks were rare—and many appeared to be per-
sonal vendettas against soldiers whose relative wealth and prestige made
them attractive to German women in a time of hardship.4 Most crime
in postwar Germany actually involved black marketeering, rather than

SECU RITY AS A STEP TO PEACE 149



anti-Americanism, and tended to be associated with displaced ethnic Ger-
man foreigners who did not want to go back to their countries of origin.
In the words of a major review published by the RAND Corporation think
tank in mid-2003, “no resistance of consequence emerged [following the
surrender of German armed forces] or at any time thereafter.”5 Inciden-
tally, the low level of anti-American violence in both countries was proba-
bly also partly explained by the fact that neither German nor Japanese offi-
cials from the old regimes would have been welcome to use surrounding
countries to plot further actions against the allies, since nearby territories
had been the primary victims of what were particularly cruel empires.

There are many who explain the success of democratization in Germany
and Japan as being based on those societies’ ethnic homogeneity, or pre-
existing acceptance of Western values (Japan actually went through a very
pro-American cultural period at the turn of the twentieth century). Yet
those factors do not explain their acceptance of outside domination at the
hands of the Americans and others. Good evidence has emerged in recent
years that the American occupations of Germany and Japan were rather
ugly, and not uniformly welcomed by their inhabitants, at least not to the
degree that popular lore in the United States has suggested. The Japanese
were burdened by grinding postwar poverty, near-starvation diets, disease
and overcrowding, a corrupt government, and looting and economic sab-
otage that lasted for several years after Tokyo’s 1945 capitulation. Fur-
thermore, many locals recognized the irony of having democracy imposed
from on high. Yet any Japanese attempts to criticize or even lampoon the
occupation forces for their contributions to these problems were censored
by the American military.6 Meanwhile, the Germans immediately after the
war suffered under an American directive that limited relief supplies,
including food, to what was necessary to prevent the outbreak of rioting
and disease. The nation that was the aggressor in the war was not to be
given any favoritism in its immediate aftermath. Agricultural products
were requisitioned from farmers by the occupation force, and hunger was
common, even as U.S. troops patronized the thriving black market.7 It was
not until several years later that the Marshall Plan lent a helping hand to
German recovery.

Yet rebellion was rare, at least in part because there were no credible
alternatives to submission to the occupation authorities, especially among
people who were exhausted and in despair. This meant that the American
public was not confronted with regular reports of casualties among the
occupying troops, as they are today for the cases of Afghanistan and Iraq.
No one in Germany or Japan thought they could make the occupiers go
home. (And yet the pressure to bring the boys home was high in the United
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States anyway; that was one of the major reasons why the initial occupy-
ing force in Germany was quickly replaced by a specially recruited con-
stabulary military force.8) In comparative terms, this means that despite
their complexity, their physical hardship, and the hard moral decisions that
had to be made, the occupations of Japan and Germany were relatively
easy duty for the troops who manned them in comparison to today’s
efforts. There was no room for domestic political spoilers.

Most peacekeeping operations today, as well as other occupations
designed to bring order to unstable areas of the world, will not share these
political characteristics with Japan and Germany. The liberal democratic
states of today for the most part do not feel that their survival is threatened
by postwar Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, or Iraq, and therefore do not
have the will to ensure that major occupations last indefinitely. Despite the
shock of September 11 and the spate of related terrorist attacks that have
followed, the threat emanating from particular foreign states does not seem
large enough to warrant a permanent foreign governing presence. While
President Bush’s September 2002 National Security Strategy highlighted the
dangers posed by “weak states” and “chaos” in the fight against terror,9 the
focus of domestic debates by Summer 2003 was on the need to bring U.S.
troops home from Afghanistan and Iraq, not on the question of whether
anarchy in those territories posed ongoing threats for core U.S. national
security interests. Bush’s statement also listed the need to combat “disease,
war, and desperate poverty” in Africa as a strategic priority linked to com-
bating terrorism, yet both the Pentagon and significant members of the U.S.
Congress were reluctant to endorse sending U.S. troops as peacekeepers to
the failed African state of Liberia in 2003.

Because of the power of information technology in the modern world,
people on the ground in Afghanistan and Iraq were well aware of Ameri-
can ambivalence, and even of the history of similar ambivalence in Soma-
lia. So attacks against U.S. troops and their allies in both Afghanistan and
Iraq continued, as their perpetrators hoped to convince the American pub-
lic that it was high time to withdraw. And since most of today’s conflicts
reflect regional tensions that extend far beyond state borders, opponents to
peacekeeping and occupation regimes can often find nearby supporters to
turn to for outside help. When these things are combined, it means that
spoilers today have plenty of reason to believe that credible alternatives to
internationally mandated solutions exist, if they just hold on long enough
to put themselves in a better political position. A repeat of Japan and Ger-
many is unlikely. The need for robust, combat-prepared forces in peace-
keeping operations who are willing to stay the course over the long term
to achieve security is not going to disappear anytime soon.
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Tasks for the Military

In both the colonial era and in complex peacekeeping operations, the
effects of low political will in the capitals have been magnified by military
organizations who accorded a relatively low priority to occupation duties.
In the colonial era this was associated with massacres and atrocities that
went against rational thinking about how to gain control over a foreign
society. In the current era it is associated with inadequate attention to the
less glamorous aspects of security. Preparing for policing is sacrificed to
preparing for war-fighting, even though adequate international police
forces are not available to quell the riots and the humanitarian aid convoy
raids that undercut effective peace operations—and even though societal
anarchy is now associated with opportunities for terrorism. As we saw in
the cases of Haiti in 1994, and Bosnia and Kosovo in the years that fol-
lowed, many western military organizations today are uncomfortable with
the notion of policing. They either try to avoid doing it even when cir-
cumstances thrust it upon them, or they do it without adequate attention
to the need to get and keep local opinion on their side. Their mindsets are
often not geared toward hearts and minds campaigns.

But as we saw in the case of Australia in East Timor, there are liberal
democratic military organizations who can do policing well in difficult cir-
cumstances. The Australian Defence Force guarded the borders, protected
humanitarian aid convoys, secured first towns and then the outlying areas
against rebels and bandits, and (when necessary) confronted militia mem-
bers directly and detained them in rebuilt prisons. And perhaps surpris-
ingly, one positive lesson that the colonial era provides is that when mili-
tary troops are well trained and supervised, they can take on these tasks
and still retain their reputation for military toughness. It is hard to accom-
plish this; it requires constant oversight and a consistent policy at higher
levels of rewarding soldiers for their positive actions and punishing them
when they break good conduct norms. But military effectiveness and
peacekeeping effectiveness are not at odds with each other. This means that
there is room for change in the area of what military troops are prepared
to do on peacekeeping operations. The lack of flexibility in some military
organizations’ approach to peacekeeping is something that can be
improved.

State leaders in liberal democracies can instruct the military command-
ers under their control to raise the priority they give to peacekeeping. Of
course, to make this change also takes political will. It requires change in
defense budget priorities, so that more attention is paid to having large
numbers of high-quality personnel prepared to serve abroad for extended
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periods. In the case of the U.S. Army in particular, this would mean rely-
ing less on reserve forces, who are difficult to deploy for long periods of
time on hazardous operations because of their emotional and financial
attachments to jobs and families at home. Instead, the United States would
have to increase the size of active duty troops—and pay the costs of the
salaries, benefits, and hazard pay that goes along with the decision to hire
a larger volunteer force. Political debate on this point had begun by fall
2003, and it was clear that the cost would be in the billions.10

It also requires undertaking what might become a pitched bureaucratic
fight, as top military leaders are instructed that their job is not just to plan,
deter, and win wars, but to make sure their troops are ready to keep the
peace well, too. Military organizations for the most part do not like going
to war, because they are the ones who suffer the consequences of battle.
But when they are sent into dangerous situations they would rather fight
and win through force than restrain their fire power to win the peace. It is
a well-established chestnut of civil-military relations theory that military
organizations prefer to go on the offense and take the initiative, and to fol-
low what has become known as the “Powell Doctrine” in the United States
(after the thinking of then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General
Colin Powell): use decisive force, and have an exit strategy after the battle
is won.11 Long-term peacekeeping and occupation don’t fit this template.

Hence doctrinal innovation would need to be ingrained into military
organizations to make the change last. In many ways this would require a
revolution in how the U.S. military in particular thinks of itself, since U.S.
leadership (or at least support) appears necessary for most peacekeeping
operations to go forward these days. It would demand that political lead-
ers appoint as their top military advisers and commanders people who
share a belief that foreign anarchy is a source of domestic danger. As time
goes on, it has become clear that there are senior officers in the U.S. armed
forces who believe that some variation on that kind of transformative pol-
icy would serve U.S. security interests.12 Yet they are far from the majority.
Major doctrinal innovation in military organizations is most easily under-
taken by powerful insiders, not by civilian outsiders who can be sidelined
or undercut by those who have something to lose from change.13 Any
change will therefore likely be slow and bumpy.

The amount of training time allocated to policing actions and other flex-
ible uses of force and restraint would have to be increased. The change
would require making room for a focus on people skills and cultural aware-
ness, not just technology skills, in military training. This obviously can be
done, because it is something that U.S. Special Operations Forces, for
example, already do. But it would involve shaking up standard operating
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procedures, and that will likely threaten those who have succeeded in the
current environment. In particular, soldiers and officers who excel at peace-
keeping duties would have to be given as great a chance at promotion to the
top ranks as people who excel at war-fighting; as in colonial times, promo-
tion incentive structures will otherwise reward those who go for the glory.
But given the level of postwar casualties that American troops have experi-
enced in Iraq in particular, the time may now be ripe for such a revolution
to occur. It is clear that the current system is not working well enough, and
this may mean that a critical mass inside the military bureaucracy can be
convinced that change is inevitable.

There are other alternatives. If the U.S. military and citizenry decide that
America should not do peacekeeping, only war-fighting, then one alterna-
tive choice is to go home after the hot-war phase is over. If diplomatic
channels are used with sufficient effectiveness, perhaps the European states
and Canada can be convinced to do all the multilateral peacekeeping jobs
that will rise up in the future. Obviously, this was not done during the Iraq
crisis; the decision to act unilaterally undercuts the ability to gain postwar
support. Such a division of labor would also require the gathering of polit-
ical will in allied countries to enact massive increases in defense budgets
and military recruitment, as well as to cooperate with the United States, at
a time when antimilitarism is strong and suspicion of American imperial
intentions runs high. Given that this scenario is unlikely, another alterna-
tive would be American isolationism—a refusal to become involved
abroad militarily. Yet the cost of this latter decision would be standing by
as witnesses not only to future Bosnias and Rwandas, but to the growth of
anarchy that al Qaeda finds so conducive to its activities.

Change in the way that the U.S. military defines its role is hence in some
sense the easiest, and is certainly the most rational, solution to the new
problems faced in international security today. Such a change will only be
possible in a liberal democratic state like the U.S. if the public is explicitly
told every time there is deployment of troops to a peacekeeping or occu-
pation operation that casualties are to be expected, and that those casual-
ties are an acceptable cost of an action that is in accordance with core U.S.
security interests. This will again mean that political will must be exercised
by state leaders. There is a great deal of evidence that the American public
does not object to casualties on peacekeeping operations per se. It only
objects to the idea of sacrificing American lives for an unclear purpose.14

Making this argument will be a challenge for policymakers, one that
requires spending political capital to convince a reluctant public that peace
and order in a far-off foreign country matters for domestic tranquility.
Given the experience of September 11, however, as well as continuing evi-
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dence of the existence of transnational terrorist networks that operate
from unstable regions, a convincing case can be made for the idea that pre-
venting anarchy abroad is in not just the national interest, but the interests
of the western world and its values in general.15

Limiting the Goals

Resolving both of these problems—recognizing that foreign political inter-
vention will not be coherent, and convincing both the military and the pub-
lic to get on board for greater levels of peacekeeping activity—will be eas-
ier if one fundamental shift is made in the approach to peacekeeping oper-
ations: intervention should not try to accomplish so many abstract goals.
It is hard to make the case that it is in U.S. interests to create a functioning
democracy in Iraq, in the face of mounting evidence that many Iraqis do
not share American views of what their own political future should be. It
is also hard to continue to argue that Kosovo will be at peace only when it
is ethnically integrated, given that the calmest areas there are the ones
where ethnic homogeneity is the highest, and the ethnically split city of
Mitrovica remains the least stable. It would be easier to make the case that
preventing anarchy in Iraq, by providing a minimal level of public security
until a stable state can get up and running, is a way to stem the threat of
terrorism that may reach beyond Iraqi borders. It was, after all, anarchy
that allowed al Qaeda to train and flourish in Afghanistan before Septem-
ber 11. It would also be easier to make the case that the purpose of having
troops in Kosovo is to ensure that people don’t kill each other in large
numbers while they are sorting out on their own what kind of future for
that territory makes the most long-term sense.

The history presented here suggests that given the difficulty liberal
democracies have in imposing coherent political influence over foreign
societies, the limited goal of establishing security over the medium term is
more likely to be achievable. In the colonial era, attempts to instill sup-
posedly western values throughout the empire ultimately backfired, as the
population recognized the inconsistencies in the policies of the imperial
states. In many cases it appears that it was the brutality of the imperialists,
rather than their humanitarianism, that most influenced the later develop-
ment of politics in postcolonial territories. While complex peacekeeping
operations have not been so brutal, the inconsistencies within the liberal
democratic values they have proclaimed, as well as the inevitable lack of
cohesive follow-through on planning, have demonstrated that the notion
of imposing liberal democracy abroad is a pipedream. Hence in Bosnia we
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have a supposed democracy overseen by a foreigner with veto power over
election results; in Kosovo we have public arguments between U.S. military
officials, UN officials, and NGOs about who is politically deserving of
assistance, while the international overseers are so suspicious of their
charges that constitutional self-determination is not allowed; and in East
Timor the international community has created a brand new country that
relies on foreign assistance to function even as foreign influence is resented.

What makes more sense in peacekeeping and occupation operations is
to provide security for countries in the aftermath of war and civil unrest,
while the politics are sorting themselves out. This would in some sense
mean taking back a more traditional model of peacekeeping, where the
goals are limited to stopping the violence and preventing its resurgence.
But it would mean doing it better than has been done in the past, by rec-
ognizing that what is needed are robust military forces that are applied
flexibly to meet the real needs of the societies where they are sent. They
must expect to do riot control when new governments choose policies that
threaten old interests. They must expect to protect humanitarian aid deliv-
eries when bandits threaten the highways. They must expect to pull guard
duty, when new governments lack the security forces to defend key instal-
lations. They must also go in with the expectation that they will need to
stay on the ground for several years, until a new domestic government can
pull itself into place—and that they will have to put a lot of resources and
effort into training new security forces on the ground to take their place
when they leave.

It is not enough to go into an unstable country, forcibly unseat an old
regime, hold new elections, and then leave. The international community
learned this in Cambodia and repeated the mistake in Haiti in 1994. It is
also not sufficient to provide a cordon against outside interference while
allowing internal rioting and other forms of political violence to continue.
The international community learned this in the IFOR deployment in
Bosnia, and then had the lesson repeated many times during the SFOR
period in Bosnia and the KFOR deployment in Kosovo when coordination
between the NATO command and individual military units broke down.
(Many of these latter instances—for example the Bank Hercegovacka
takeover attempt by the OHR in Bosnia, or the UN’s efforts to forcibly
integrate Kosovars back into the Serbian-dominated area of Mitrovica—
simultaneously showcase the difficulties of maintaining political and mili-
tary consistency when the goal is to bend domestic political situations to
the international community’s desires.) Providing security in foreign soci-
ety requires changing expectations, especially Washington’s expectations,
about what it is that military forces do.
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What I propose here is a narrower definition of “security” than what
many from the NGO community, for example, would prefer. What I mean
by security is what the seventeenth-century British philosopher Thomas
Hobbes meant when he talked about the role of the state, the so-called
leviathan, in holding anarchy at bay. Security, from this perspective, means
that commerce can be practiced, and the arts can flourish, because most
people don’t fear for their lives on a daily basis.16 It does not imply that
society is perfect, or even particularly just; it merely means that society is
capable of functioning. Borders are controlled, terrorism is curtailed, and
the government does not face constant threats of violent overthrow.

To many voices from the liberal international community, this definition
is inadequate. It is only the achievement of basic human rights for every-
one that constitutes true security. While ultimately this broader definition
may be correct, my point here is that these broader goals cannot be accom-
plished by force, unless that force is applied consistently over a period of
many years, perhaps until a generational change takes place. The interna-
tional community does not seem capable of accomplishing this; it cannot
even decide, in peace-kept countries like Bosnia, to allow human rights
courts to function without interference when its own security interests are
threatened. If human rights are to be protected, perhaps it is better done
through the “spotlight” effect, where NGOs publicize human rights short-
comings and convince liberal democratic western states to withhold aid
and put other political pressure on such countries. It is already asking a lot
of military organizations to do basic security tasks well, and it would be
more realistic to tailor our expectations to their capabilities.

Solving the Dilemma of Multilateralism

The search for multilateral support for peacekeeping intervention makes all
of these issues even harder to solve. The greater number of states that are
involved in a mission, the less likely it is that the aims will be coherent, and
that all of the troops involved will be capable of carrying out flexible duties
well. Multilateralism leads to a greater chance for slippage. Yet interna-
tional involvement is necessary for operations to be considered legitimate.
This matters not just for the intervening forces, but also for the new gov-
ernments that emerge out of the chaos of conflict. For them to be able to
establish any sense of popular support and longevity, they must not be seen
as the puppets of a single outside, outlier state. In other words, they must
not be seen as the beneficiaries of imperialism. Instead, they need to be seen
as representatives of the will of the international community as a whole.
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While multinational control over a mission often leads to incongruity
and disarray, as we have seen in both Bosnia and Kosovo, it is possible to
work through the UN to get UNSC support for an operation and multi-
lateral participation in it, while keeping operational command in a single,
interested country. We saw this in the example of Australia’s leadership of
the Interfet mission to East Timor. Something similar has already begun to
emerge in Afghanistan, where NATO has taken over the peacekeeping mis-
sion that works alongside American military operations in the country. It
may emerge in Iraq if the United States can convince other states to send
troops to the UN-authorized mission now under its command. What this
book would predict, however, is that the NATO mission in Afghanistan
will soon encounter political conflicts that undermine its efficacy, as inter-
ference from the various involved European capitals erupts over how force
should be employed. The result, if Bosnia and Kosovo are any clue, is that
mixed and confusing messages will be sent to the local population about
what the international community intends. It would have been better for
the United States to take on leadership of a Chapter Seven mission in
Afghanistan from the start, with NATO country support rather than
NATO command. This may emerge now in Iraq, although the hard face of
American unilateralism throughout most of 2003 may undercut Washing-
ton’s ability to gain diplomatic support for the kind of operation it now
prefers to see waged.

A New Model of Security Building

There is no model for any kind of political behavior, including interna-
tional intervention, that is perfect. There is also no model that will fit each
new case to a tee. Any new model can be credibly critiqued by naysayers,
as well as advocates of the current system who fear that change will leave
things worse off. Certainly, each new peacekeeping case will demand flex-
ibility in thinking, to respond to the details of the situation on the ground.
But this book suggests that rather than lament the failures of peacekeeping
as we now know it, it may be time to think of the problem in a new way.

A new model that I call security-keeping would give up the notion that
political change can be forced on a foreign country, except perhaps in the
rare circumstance of the aftermath of a total war like World War II. In this
new model, the goal of military peacekeeping or occupation would no
longer be to direct foreign countries along a path of liberalization or
democratization. This model therefore stands in direct opposition to the
thinking of the idealists in the current administration of George W. Bush,
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those like Paul Wolfowitz (who some have called the “democratic imperi-
alists”) who believe that the United States can convince others to adopt its
political system by using force to get rid of dictators.17 The goal of this new
model would furthermore not be to enforce the provisions of a treaty
imposed on a society by outsiders, as in the Dayton Accords in Bosnia. It
would not be to force ethnic integration on a recalcitrant society, as in
Kosovo, or to right the wrongs of a past conflict. It is instead based on a
fundamental belief that outsiders, no matter how well intentioned, cannot
credibly force that kind of change on others. After the initial creation of a
new government for a country, it would not attempt to control the direc-
tion of election and appointment results, as in the Balkans, or to favor a
particular notion of government structure, as happened in East Timor.

Instead, the militarily supported peacekeeping mission would have one
and only one overarching purpose: to provide security—along a country’s
borders, in support of humanitarian aid delivery, and for the purpose of
establishing broad-scale public order—until a new indigenous government
can take over those functions itself. The mission would be led by a state
who has a strong interest in a stable outcome in the territory. That state
would have military troops trained for flexible policing duties, and would
reward soldiers and officers with promotion for good performance of such
actions. The intervening lead state should furthermore be determined to
stay the course until stability is achieved. State leaders must convey to their
own public why providing stability to the foreign country in question is in
the clear national interest. They must also communicate the expectation
that casualties will occur in a difficult environment, and that the loss of
soldiers, while regretted, will be accepted as inevitable.

As in the case of the Interfet mission in East Timor, the lead state would
be responsible for choosing its partners in the operation, and of assigning
the forces of all willing donors to tasks where they would be appropriately
used. Some contributors would provide strong security for humanitarian
aid delivery, border control, and government functioning; others would
train new domestic security forces, or help rebuild roads, humane but
secure prisons for violent opposition leaders, and electricity grids. The lead
state would put its own continuing resources into helping select and train
a domestic constabulary force for the target country—in other words, a
force designed over a space of several years to replace the security func-
tions served by the peacekeepers. The understanding going in would be
that the peacekeeping force would remain in place until this new, domes-
tic security force was capable of taking its place—and that this might mean
making a commitment of many years. As we have learned in many recent
peacekeeping operations, the domestic security force would have to be
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supported by some form of functioning judicial system, as well, so that
those arrested for committing violent acts were not simply released and put
back on the street. This model works only when there is a clear security
interest at stake in acting, since it requires high levels of political will. In
other cases, where purely humanitarian goals are at stake, there may be no
alternative to the disorderly current model of multilateral effort that we
now use.

For all of its flaws, the example of Afghanistan may provide a good, if
incomplete, picture of how this new model of security-keeping can be ini-
tially set up in conflict-ridden societies. The international community as a
whole, as represented by the UN and a special representative of the UN
Secretary General, can work with and encourage domestic factions to meet
with each other and select a new government that the majority of those fac-
tions find (at a minimum) acceptable. Leadership in this state-creation
endeavor may still have to come from interested states, as it did in the case
of Afghanistan from the ongoing influence and pressure of the United
States representative on the ground, Zalmay Khalilzad. The outcome, as in
the case of the selection of President Karzai, will never be perfect. The selec-
tion process will always be controversial, and there will always be accusa-
tions that the process is rigged. Nonetheless the initial leadership of the new
country will at least be seen to be supported from many directions, and
will not be easily lampooned as a simple flunky of a single neoimperialist
state. This was not done in Iraq; the United States did not seek multilateral
support for the choices it made in appointing Iraq’s interim governing
council. This choice undoubtedly weakened the legitimacy of the new
proto-government in the eyes of the Iraqi people.

Afghanistan also provides at least a rudimentary example of how the
turnover of security functions to a new state can proceed. Training of an
indigenous Afghan security force is moving forward, but its success has
been limited because powerful factions in the country have not been will-
ing to work with the new government. Here is where more determination
and a wider deployment area by the initial peacekeeping force could have
made a difference. If the international community’s real goal was to pro-
vide stability in the country—something that is now becoming clearer, as
the expansion of the peace force continues—then peacekeepers in
Afghanistan, led by an American command and well armed and well pro-
tected, should have been deployed immediately throughout the country
with the explicit statement that they were there to provide order on behalf
of the new government. This should have happened even as other Ameri-
can soldiers continued their anti-al Qaeda mop-up activities.18 Such an
internationally mandated presence would have provided a visible reminder
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to the population as a whole that the international community did not sup-
port recalcitrant warlords. Indeed, as time went on this system was
adopted. For example, U.S. civil affairs troops made it clear that they
would only provide humanitarian assistance—for example by helping
build new water wells—to regional governors in Afghanistan who publi-
cized the good works that Karzai was doing for their regions.19 Early suc-
cess in restoring order may also have attracted more Afghanis to work in
the new domestic security forces, by making the central government
appear stronger and more worthy of support.

As this book was going to press, the international community was given
the opportunity to do this in Haiti the second time around. We can hope
that a clear message will be communicated to the Haitian people: that
international forces are in the country in order to provide support to the
constitutionally formed government that replaces the departing Aristide
regime. We can hope that this time around some interested state stays the
course, to ensure that security is provided until the new government can
create a functioning civil police system for itself. This time around, we can
hope that the job is not left to an ad hoc collection of international police
forces whose training and qualifications vary. While Pentagon forces were
severely overextended because of continuing instability in Iraq and
Afghanistan, a glimmer of hope was provided by the French presence in
the initial UN-authorized intervention force in Haiti in March 2004. Per-
haps this time around, the French gendarmerie can step in as the interim
security force that the new Haitian government so badly needs.

The primary goal of peacekeeping in this model would then be to do
what it takes to help this new government gain control over the country.
That means paying special attention to the problems of border control, so
that the circulation of weapons, rebels, and the contraband goods that
fund them can be limited. It also means providing a presence throughout
the territory of the new regime, so that everyone understands that the inter-
national community is watching what happens. Troops should expect to
face rioters, and should have adequate equipment and training to allow
them to protect themselves from such things as stones and bottle rockets
without shooting into crowds in response. They should not have to with-
draw in the face of such opposition, as the Americans initially did in Mitro-
vica. And until a new domestic security force is formed, this new model
sees no realistic alternative to having foreign military forces provide a rudi-
mentary justice system. It is impossible for an international military force
to prevent or even investigate every post-conflict crime of looting or retri-
bution, as was made clear in Haiti in 1994. It is also impossible for that
force to end organized criminal activity on the territory, as we have learned
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in Kosovo. But enough troops should be placed in major areas of tension
to deter disruption by convincing the locals that violent criminal activity
will not be tolerated. If the laws governing society are being set by local
authorities in the capital, rather than by outsiders (who can be said not to
understand the situation on the ground), it should be easier to gain popu-
lar support for the occupation authorities—even when, as on the 1990s
peacekeeping missions in Haiti, Kosovo and East Timor—neither the
methods of detective work nor the jails holding violators are ideal.

How would this model work in a country divided by ethnic hatred, as
in Bosnia or Kosovo? The answer is that in this model, the international
community would abandon the long-standing idea that it has the right to
confer legitimate sovereign statehood on some territories but not others. In
a society where a single state is impossible to hold together without the use
of outside force, as Bosnia still appears to be and as Kosovo is likely to
become, multiple regional authorities would be tolerated. A number of
proposals have surfaced in recent years about alternatives to statehood for
territories too small, too divided, or too economically weak to function as
real states in the international system. Jeffrey Herbst has proposed this as
a solution for state failure in sub-Saharan Africa,20 and Chaim Kaufmann
has explored the relatively taboo topic of partition in the Balkans.21 The
idea of partition has even been raised, along with a great deal of contro-
versy, by Leslie Gelb as a potential future for Iraq.22 More thought should
be put toward the question of how territorial self-determination might
exist in areas that are too small to have the full trappings of statehood,
such as independent economic sovereignty. Especially in an era when
supra-state structures like the European Union are coming into their own,
it is time for the international community to think outside of the current
box that says that states per se have unique juridical rights that they can in
turn extend to others. In the Balkans, in this model, the goal of security-
keeping would be to stop people from killing each other, not to force them
to live together in ethnic harmony. The international community needs to
recognize that liberal democratic paternalism is not a long-term solution to
the continuing existence of illiberal beliefs.

This doesn’t mean that the United Nations wouldn’t still be involved in
questions of humanitarian assistance, economic development, elections
monitoring, or political and judicial reform. There would certainly still
need to be cooperation between civilian and military agencies in coordi-
nating the disbursal of assistance, and in making the transition from inter-
national security provision to the creation of functioning domestic security
forces. The initial setting up of a government, whether by election as in
Cambodia or Haiti, or by council as in Afghanistan, would still be encour-
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aged and overseen by the international community acting as a whole. The
training of new domestic security forces would also need to be supported
by an international civilian police presence, and not just by military offi-
cers. But beyond that initial effort, political reforms would be suggested,
rather than mandated, by outsiders. The goal of security-keeping would be
to prevent and prosecute violence to forestall the possibility of anarchy, not
to achieve liberal political outcomes.

If we lived in a world where the political will of liberal democratic states
to intervene abroad with coherence were abundant, it would not be neces-
sary to put these kinds of limits on the goals of peacekeeping operations.
It is not that there is anything wrong with the desire by liberal democracies
to share their philosophical political visions with others. That ideal world,
however, does not exist. By focusing on doing one thing—security keep-
ing—that is central to the self-interests of the international community,
and doing it well, peacekeepers would have a much better chance of actu-
ally establishing longstanding peace and stability in the troubled areas of
the world where they are deployed.

How would this ideal model differ from the examples of complex mili-
tary peacekeeping discussed in this book? Unlike the case of intervention
in Haiti in 1994, there would be more effort made to actively restore pub-
lic order and establish faith in the new government, not just to ensure that
elections occur and then turn order over to local chance. There would have
to be more of a commitment to stay for a longer term. But unlike the peace-
keeping operations in Bosnia and Kosovo, there would be no attempt by
outsiders to impose a particular political outcome on the country, beyond
cementing the authority of leaders (and in these cases, this might mean sev-
eral regional leaders) who were minimally acceptable to both the interna-
tional community and a variety of domestic factions. If the territory in
question had a tendency anchored in a long history of animosity to divide
itself along ethnic lines, division would be allowed by the international
community. The presence of well armed and well protected troops would
be used to encourage such a partition to happen as peacefully and with as
little bloodshed as possible, and those troops would stay until there was a
reasonable guarantee that the remaining minority groups could expect to
be physically protected by whatever new government emerged in their
area. In other words, unlike the example of IFOR in Sarajevo, well armed
troops would not stand by as city districts were set ablaze by separatist
forces. Muslim enclaves in the Serbian region of Bosnia would still be pro-
tected, as would Serbian enclaves in Kosovo. But unlike the examples of
SFOR and KFOR, the international community would not actively
encourage or induce the return of displaced minorities to geographic areas

SECU RITY AS A STEP TO PEACE 163



where they had no reasonable chance of being welcomed in the next gen-
eration, and would not force a particular constitution on any territory.

In Haiti in 1994, as well as in Bosnia and Kosovo, there was a misplaced
hope that international civilian police forces would be able to provide pub-
lic order. They did not arrive in sufficient time or with sufficient training or
desire to do so. Unlike those cases, in this new model there would no longer
be an expectation that UN police could fill the security gap. Instead, flexi-
bly trained and deployed military troops would be willing to deal with
whatever situation came their way, and would go in with the understand-
ing that they would stay as long as was necessary. Perhaps, if a sufficient
number of troops were available, this could be done by American military
police or the French gendarmerie. We will see if this is indeed what hap-
pens in Haiti the second time around, as the 2004 intervention gives way
to a follow-on police force. But if sufficient specialized troops are not avail-
able, regular combat forces will have to learn to be peacekeepers, too. East
Timor provides perhaps the best existing example of a case where this lat-
ter kind of policy has worked. Yet the abrupt departure of most of the
international community may have put the long-term success of that case
in jeopardy. As this book was going to press, the UN was intending to leave
the country entirely by May 2004, even as the new Malaysian commander
of the UN peacekeeping force there expressed continuing concern about
both cross-border raids from former militia members and internal clashes
between clans in East Timor itself in a situation of economic despair.23 In
this new model, an end-state of stable security replaces an artificial end-
date set in advance, as the measure of operational success.

Future Interventions

This new model of security-keeping cannot provide a solution to the dire
problem of the lack of political will to respond to humanitarian crises. It
will not prevent future Rwandas from happening, and it cannot speed the
reaction of even self-interested countries to the kinds of tragedies that
engulfed Haiti, Bosnia, and East Timor in the 1990s. Perhaps, though, if
the idea becomes ingrained that the purpose of the international commu-
nity is only to supply security until new regimes can do it for themselves,
and not to engender lasting liberal-democratic political change, it will be
easier to gain both popular and military support for such missions. Espe-
cially if a stronger link can be made in the public mind between anarchy
and the opportunity for terrorism to flourish, intervention to overcome
anarchic violence will become more acceptable and politically popular.
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This new model is by definition flawed and incomplete. It does not
answer the question of how the international community should deal with
war crimes, for example. It does not provide a template of how to stop ret-
ribution killings in post-conflict situations, nor does it explain how a reli-
able new security force can be formed from the ruins of a police state. But
despite these gaps, it may help generate a new way of looking at the prob-
lem of peacekeeping.

The comparison of recent peacekeeping operations to the era of colo-
nialism as practiced by liberal democratic states has highlighted the fact
that imposing control over a foreign society is not possible using liberal
democratic means. No matter how noble our intentions, we face limita-
tions in our capabilities and in the effects that our actions can have. In
places like Bosnia and Kosovo, the international community has spent
enormous resources in trying to create liberal societies; yet the fact remains
that occupation is the only thing that guarantees their functioning. In
places like Haiti, a large expenditure of resources in the end created no
change, and a decade later the international community was called back in
again. The people were replaced, but the system was not. Instead of trying
to change societies, we should change our expectations. A return to the
goal of keeping the peace, rather than imposing change, will lead to more
realistic policies that have a better chance of reaching their goals.
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