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If you have shown yourself weak at a time of crisis, how limited is your strength!

Rescue those being dragged away to death, and save those being hauled off to execution.

If you say, ‘But this person I do not know’, God, who fixes a standard for the heart, will take note; he who watches you will know; he will repay everyone according to what he does.

Proverbs 24: 10–12
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

Unfinest hour was published in the immediate aftermath of the 11 September attacks and the resulting war in Afghanistan. It was reviewed or discussed in all the major broadsheets, almost always in very positive terms.1 The resonance in Bosnia, Croatia and even Serbia was very warm and extensive. The author was inundated by letters of support, reams of additional evidence, revealing videos and invitations to participate in television documentaries. His attention was also drawn to a number of stories from the world of the secret services, some of them exotic, others one fears less so.

In short, there was no wave of public obloquy and head-shaking. To an extent that was both gratifying and disconcerting, it became clear that Unfinest hour was battering an open door. With the arrival of the Labour government in 1997, the whole tone and content of British Balkan policy had begun to change. But the interpretative context had changed too. After the success of operations ‘Deliberate Force’, when NATO air power helped to defeat the Bosnian Serbs in the autumn of 1995, and – eventually – ‘Allied Force’, when the alliance took on Milosevic in Kosovo, nobody needed to be persuaded of the efficacy of air power. After the Srebrenica massacre and the expulsion of the Albanians from Kosovo, the contours of the Greater Serb project were not in doubt. And, of course, Unfinest hour benefitted from the institutional amnesia of the press. As the Sunday Times reviewer Alan Judd wrote: ‘One thing we can be sure of: the papers and magazines that will rightly praise this book were, almost to an issue, supporters of our Bosnian policy.’2

The start of the trial of the Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic before the International War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague triggered a fresh wave of interest and caused further embarrassment to the British foreign policy establishment.3 Even a cursory glance at the indictment showed how comprehensively the old paradigm had been discredited. Far from viewing Milosevic as a valid partner in the peace process, the prosecutors sought to establish his ‘individual criminal responsibility’ on counts of Genocide, Crimes against Humanity and War Crimes. Far from seeing the horrors of Bosnia as the result of haphazard – if asymmetrical – escalation, the prosecutors refer specifically and uniquely to Milosevic’s ‘participation in a joint criminal enterprise as co-perpetrator’.4 ‘The purpose of this joint criminal enterprise,’ point 6 of the indictment continues, ‘was the forcible and permanent removal of the majority of non-Serbs, principally Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats, from large areas of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina.’ And far from accepting the argument that Bosnia was essentially a civil war, the prosecutors claimed in point 47 of their indictment that: ‘At all times relevant to this indictment, a state of international armed conflict and partial occupation existed in Bosnia and Herzegovina.’ It would be difficult to find a more comprehensive refutation of all the presuppositions on which British policy between 1992 and 1995 rested.

Of course, the idea that Milosevic’s widespread contacts with Western – especially British – elites somehow constitute a defence in law is ludicrous. Even more eccentric is the suggestion that his Western interlocutors should be standing beside him in the dock. Whether, on the strength of the arms embargo, they might plausibly be charged with being accomplices to genocide is a more interesting issue of international law, which the Bosnian government itself briefly explored in 1993; this was not, however, an argument made in Unfinest hour. What the book did do was provide a timely reminder of the fact that John Major’s government and the EU mediator, Lord Owen, had done all they could to neuter the Tribunal at birth, and to ‘coopt’ the Serbian leader into the ‘peace process’.5 The result had been perhaps not an explicit deal, but certainly an implicit understanding at Dayton in November 1995 that Milosevic would not be prosecuted. Otherwise Milosevic’s cavalier recognition of the Tribunal at Dayton – now rescinded – and his unfulfilled promise to deliver indicted war criminals to The Hague,6 made no sense. Milosevic must also have felt that his role in winding up the war, and as a legitimate and sought-after interlocutor, had put him in good standing. Milosevic would have been further encouraged by the fact that the former Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, and Pauline Neville-Jones, who had attended Dayton in her capacity as Political Director of the Foreign Office, came to Belgrade a year later in pursuit of a lucrative contract to advise on the privatization of Serbian utilities. It was only in 1998–9 that the penny finally dropped that Milosevic was the principal cause of instability in the Balkans, not part of the solution. To see Milosevic before a British judge, Richard May, and being confronted by a British co-prosecutor, Geoffrey Nice QC, was thus an irony indeed, though a welcome one.

Today, some of the roles of the early 1990s are reversed. Under the new Labour administration, Britain played a crucial role in defeating Milosevic, and remained firm when US President Clinton appeared to wobble; it is American rather than British foot-dragging that now impedes the pursuit of war criminals in Bosnia; and it is Britain that wholeheartedly supports a permanent international criminal court over American objections. Yet without the Americans, there would have been no Tribunal in the first place. Without the Americans, the Bosnian Serbs would never have been defeated in 1995, and without American firepower the international coalition would never have prevailed over Milosevic in Kosovo. To that extent humanitarian intervention and international stability rely on a large degree of – often unilateral – US military assertiveness. An international criminal court which placed American commanders at the mercy of Third Worldist axe-grinders would have killed at birth any US appetite to subdue Milosevic. It is easy to sneer at victors’ justice, but without victory there would have been no justice at all.

At the same time, Unfinest hour resonated in the post-11 September debate. The book dispelled the notion that the United States was somehow intrinsically anti-Muslim in its foreign policy. It showed that the American government had pursued a courageously pro-Bosnian course in 1992–5, even at the risk of a split in the Western alliance. Tens of thousands of Muslims – Bosniacs and Kosovar Albanians – would now be dead, and a million more still homeless if it had not been for the United States. It also showed how the patronizing view of a world divided between sophisticated Europeans and irresponsibly gung-ho Americans had been prefigured during the Bosnian War. And, of course, events in Afghanistan showed that cooperation between US air power and local proxies could achieve specific political objectives, in this case the defeat of the Taliban. Once again, the assorted pundits had got it wrong. They cheerfully assured us – as they had during the early stages of the Kosovo campaign – that air power and the Americans had had their comeuppence at last. They will never learn.

In other ways, however, the appearance of Unfinest hour was inopportune. The general spirit of brotherhood and unity which, quite properly, followed 11 September in Whitehall and Washington was not propitious for a full discussion of recent transatlantic splits. Equally reasonably, the middle of a war involving large-scale deployment of British special forces was not deemed to be the best moment to conduct a searching investigation of the Gorazde crisis. Nor was it, all things considered, a good time to draw attention to a period when a British government – albeit a Conservative one – had willy-nilly abandoned a Muslim-populated state to its fate, and when senior British officers had demonstrated a palpably ‘orientalist’ mindset. At the same time, Unfinest hour discomfited those on the left who lamented the alleged partiality of current US policy in the Middle East; these were sometimes the very same intellectuals and pundits who had criticized the Americans for going to the aid of embattled Muslims in Europe. That the Conservative leadership, which spent the autumn of 2001 putting it about that the Tories were somehow more pro-American and more reliable on defence, showed little interest in the book, needs no further elaboration.

For equally obvious reasons, Douglas Hurd and David Hannay (the former British representative on the United Nations Security Council) did not like the book at all, while the Economist, which had followed a relentlessly fake ‘realist’ line until an embarrassingly late point in the war, was positively scornful. Air Marshal Professor Sir Timothy Garden, who had served as Assistant Chief of the Air Staff for the first six months of the war, was equally unimpressed.7

The most sustained and intelligent engagement with the book was undertaken by Sir Ivor Roberts, formerly the British Chargé d’Affaires in Belgrade and a prominent executor of the British government’s strategy of engagement with Milosevic.8 He put the author right on a number of minor points. In particular, Roberts understandably took exception to the sentence that he ‘was even reputed [sic] once to have fallen asleep in the company of the leader of the Albanian passive resistance in Kosovo, Ibrahim Rugova’. Far from sensing any reserve towards peripheral nationalisms, Roberts writes, Rugova not merely presented him with expensive jewels on the last meeting but also kissed him on the lips; both men remained fully sentient throughout. For the rest, one can only sympathize with Roberts’s frustration at being unable to publish his eagerly awaited memoirs, Conversations with Milosevic. The author is as keen to learn the inside story of the strategy of engagement with Milosevic as the Foreign Office is to see it buried.

The author has two principal regrets. One is his underestimation of the extent and importance of Croatian expansionism, and especially the role played by the Croatian President, Franjo Tudjman. The other lies in his assessment of the Liberal leader Paddy Ashdown. When all is said and done, Paddy Ashdown did far more than any other party leader to keep Bosnia on the agenda, and his appointment as UN High Representative in Bosnia is to be warmly welcomed. He made no response to the book, but if he had he might reasonably have objected to the lack of generosity with which the author had exposed some of his misconceptions. These remarks had been intended to show just how pervasive the governmental discourse had been, even among those rightly reckoned to have had a ‘good war’. The author was also – though this is no excuse – led astray by an anxiety to avoid any suggestion of political partisanship.9 In the end, Paddy Ashdown, as Tony Blair once told the House of Commons, ‘was [largely] right about Bosnia before we were’.

Interestingly, none of the reviewers adverted to Unfinest hour’s account of the controversial circumstances surrounding the siege of the UN Safe Area Gorazde in 1994. Here my argument that the UNPROFOR commander General Sir Michael Rose had systematically minimized the threat from Serb forces to the Safe Area in April 1994 was resoundingly vindicated by Gillian Sandford.10 Through a series of fortunate coincidences she had come into possession of the reports of the SAS observation team that was directly instructing General Rose in Sarajevo by satellite phone. On 10 April, they informed him that ‘the situation in Gorazde deteriorated into crisis proportions. There were heavy artillery and tank impacts around the city, which culminated with shells landing in the city centre.’ Five days later, after heroic efforts by the Bosnian defenders, the team reported that ‘the Bosnian Muslims are abandoning their posts. Given the Serb momentum and Bosnian Muslim lack of ordinance, the Serbs could be in the immediate vicinity in the next couple of hours.’ They were reporting from a bank building in the town itself.

Yet after the Serb advance was halted by the very NATO air ultimatum he had resisted for so long, Rose visited Gorazde and publicly accused Major Pat Stogran, the Canadian commander of the United Nations Military Observers (UNMOS), of losing his nerve and sending exaggerated reports from the enclave. In his memoirs Rose wrote that ‘the chief UNMO [Stogran] in the bank building had been responsible for some of the inaccurate reporting from Gorazde. I told him that his misleading reports had done damage to the credibility of the United Nations’ mission.’ In a subsequent interview Rose even went so far as to claim that the secret reports sent by his SAS team were ‘completely and utterly different’ from those of Stogran. As Gillian Sandford observes, ‘these reports have now come to light and they show the SAS agreed with Lt.-Col. Stogran that the town was about to fall’.

As Unfinest hour makes clear, there is so much about Rose’s behaviour that remains questionable that a proper government inquiry – not merely into Gorazde, but into the whole handling of the Bosnian crisis – remains imperative. We cannot plead the principle of ‘unripe time’ for ever.

Peterhouse, Cambridge, 1.3.2002


Preface

Between April 1992 and October 1995 a European country was destroyed. Tens of thousands of its inhabitants were murdered. More than a million were expelled, deported, or fled in fear of their lives. An unknown number were raped, humiliated, and traumatized. Bosnians of all ethnic origins – Muslim, Serb, and Croat – both suffered and inflicted suffering, particularly as the war dragged on. The Croatian government of President Franjo Tudjman, and his Croat nationalist henchmen in Bosnia, played an extremely sinister role, even more so than previously expected. But the primary and original transgressors were the Serb radical nationalists led by Radovan Karadzic and General Ratko Mladic, and their sponsors in Belgrade. Unlike the Bosnian government side, which never entirely lost its distinctive multi-ethnic complexion, these Serbs aimed to create an ethnically pure state, from which all trace of its former Muslim heritage had been eradicated. All the mosques in Serb-occupied areas were destroyed; the majority of Catholic and Orthodox churches in Bosnian-held territory survived more or less intact. And whereas many Serbs and Croats, particularly in urban areas, loyally supported the Bosnian government throughout the war, virtually all Croats and Muslims were expelled from Serb-held Bosnia. There was no equivalencé between the Bosnian government and its Serb nationalist assailants.

The campaign of ethnic cleansing that overwhelmed Bosnia’s Muslims, particularly in north-west and north-eastern Bosnia, was not the outcome of a gradual escalation of communal tensions. It was not the by-product of war or civil breakdown. Rather, ethnic cleansing was the purpose of the war. Indeed, the most comprehensive and brutal ethnic cleansing – such as that in Banja Luka, Prijedor, Foca, Zvornik, and Bjeljina – took place without any significant fighting at all. Throughout much of 1992 in Bosnia, there was no war, but a massacre, in which a well-armed and organized Serb military establishment pressed home its advantage against largely defenceless civilians.

This massacre was the result of a savage war of secession waged by Serb nationalists against the very federal structures which enabled them to live within the same state. From the mid-1980s, the Serbian leader, Slobodan Milosevic, seeing the global decline of communism, and taking advantage of Albanian nationalist unrest in the province of Kosovo, relegitimated his rule through a new form of national-socialist synthesis. He sought, in fact, to reorganize Yugoslavia as a Greater Serbia. In 1989, Milosevic overturned the old federal constitution by abolishing the autonomy of Kosovo and Vojvodina. The protests of the other constituent republics were met by economic blockades and intimidation. By 1990, both Slovenia and Croatia, disgusted by Belgrade’s behaviour, and increasingly themselves in the grip of nationalist fervour, prepared to hold referenda on independence.

The wars of the Yugoslav secession began in farce and ended in tragedy. After the fiasco in Slovenia in June 1991, when the Yugoslav People’s Army made a half-hearted attempt to subdue the Slovene territorial defence forces, the focus shifted to Croatia and to a completely new agenda. This war was not about the preservation of Yugoslavia within an equal federation. Slobodan Milosevic was no Balkan Abraham Lincoln. Nor was it primarily about whether all Serbs could remain in one state. It was not even any longer about creating the kind of Serb domination in Bosnia and Croatia which had already been effected in Kosovo and the Vojvodina. Instead, to the Bosnian Serb leadership in Pale – less so to their sponsors in Belgrade – the war was about ensuring that only Serbs would live in the new order west of the Drina river which separated Bosnia from Serbia proper.

In the autumn of 1995 this work of destruction was completed by the Dayton peace accord. In practice, Dayton confirmed the partition of Bosnia into three ethnic mini-states. The crucial clauses on the return of refugees have not been implemented to date. The pursuit of indicted war criminals has speeded up, but it is still painfully slow, and the two most notorious individuals, the Bosnian Serb political leader throughout the war, Radovan Karadzic, and his military counterpart, Ratko Mladic, still remain at large. Bosnia-Herzegovina today remains a profoundly traumatized country, a land damaged to a degree unique in Europe since 1945.

Britain played a particularly disastrous role in the destruction of Bosnia, more so even than France. Her political leaders became afflicted by a particularly disabling form of conservative pessimism which disposed them not only to reject military intervention themsèlves, but to prevent anybody else, particularly the Americans, from intervening either. A one-sided arms embargo, which unfairly disadvantaged the Bosnian government, was maintained to the bitter end; the use of sustained Nato airpower was resisted for three long years at the United Nations Security Council in New York and the North Atlantic Council in Brussels. At the same time, British statesmen and diplomats seemed to regard a ‘strong’ Serbia as the best guarantee of peace in the Balkans. British mediators deferred to the Serbs, bullied the Bosnians and did all they could to sabotage US plans for military intervention. The recent claim by Milosevic’s lawyers that Lords Hurd, Carrington and Owen gave him a ‘green light’ thus comes as no surprise.1

As we shall see, the Bosnian crisis undermined Britain’s international standing and brought the country to the edge of a calamitous transatlantic split. British officers ‘on the ground’ became mired in a debilitating ‘stag fight’ with Nato. Throughout this fiasco, British experts routinely and systematically misjudged the fighting power of the Bosnian Serbs. Parliament repeatedly showed itself to be in the grip of harrumphing squires, paranoid Germanophobes and barrack-room historians. And neither the press nor the intelligentsia proved capable of mounting a serious challenge to the prevailing consensus. Indeed, the recent decision by the playwright Harold Pinter to lend his name to the ‘International Committee to Defend Slobodan Milosevic’ shows that the trahison des clercs over Bosnia persists.2 Yet it would be wrong to seek explanations in conspiracy theories or ethical deficiencies. Britain’s response to the Bosnian crisis reflected a failure not so much of morality, as of judgement.

All this matters, because the consequences of failure in Bosnia are still with us today. The roots of the current transatlantic tension over Nato go back to the Franco-British entente forged in 1992–5. The senior ranks of the army and the officer corps are still riddled with anti-Americanism. Many in the upper echelons of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office remain profoundly Serbophile and suspicious of the Americans. Indeed, a disconcertingly high number of those interviewed for this study gave a strong impression of having learned nothing from the Bosnian fiasco. In short, the questions thrown up by the Bosnian experience are highly relevant. Unless the collective failure of government, the Foreign Office, the military, and indeed the whole advisory process is satisfactorily confronted, the risk of repetition remains acute.

A number of interesting publications have appeared on the international response to the Bosnian war, but this is the first detailed study of British policy. Like most contemporary history, it is based on an incomplete range of sources. Many of the most important records – such as those of the Foreign Office, the Cabinet Office, and the Ministry of Defence – will remain closed to researchers for the next twenty-five years, perhaps longer. The author has therefore had to rely on memoirs, journal and newspaper articles, and, of course, interviews. He has spoken to hundreds of people in the course of his research, many of whom wished to remain anonymous. A respectable number of the major protagonists were prepared to speak ‘on the record’, some of them for the first time, and to that extent this study breaks fresh ground empirically. This book, however, is not conceived as a narrative, or a series of revelations, but as an argument. Wherever possible, therefore, sources in the contemporary public domain have been used in order to illustrate how much was known and knowable at the time.

Inevitably, a book of this length can only scratch the surface. It could not have been written without the kind collaboration of many people. My largest debt is to my wife, Anita Bunyan, whose advice and rigour were essential at every stage of research and writing. I am also extremely grateful to a generation of Cambridge graduate students whose work I have supervised. I thank Alan Mendoza for generously sharing his expertise on American politics and fascinating interview transcripts. I am obliged to Benedikte Petersen for the use of her transcripts on the ‘Lessons of Bosnia and Kosovo’, mostly as background material. Joseph Pearson was kind enough to let me cite from his fascinating PhD dissertation on British press responses to the outbreak of war in Bosnia, and to comment on various parts of the manuscript. Joel Dowling was extremely generous with his expertise on the British army in Bosnia. Finally, I thank Slobodan Markovic – currently Programme Director at the Belgrade Open School – for sharing his knowledge of Serbian politics under Milosevic and for many introductions. I was not able to speak with as many of the Serb ancien régime as I would have liked during my trip to Belgrade: they were feeling shy, and in any case, some of them were wanted elsewhere. It was a far cry from the bad old days of the early 1990s, when they would confidently beard us in Britain with their lies.

Jessica Fugate, an expert on Nato enlargement at the Council for Foreign Relations in Washington, made very useful comments on the sections relating to Nato and the US, so did Kristina Spohr at Nato headquarters. Gillian Sandford kindly put much of her knowledge of the British army in Bosnia at my disposal and saved me from error. Her forthcoming study of the Gorazde enclave in 1994–5, Wheel of fire, will surely be definitive. Mary McLaughlin, now of GOAL Ireland, kindly shared some of her experiences as a doctor in Gorazde during the siege of 1994, and read Chapter 5. Calin Trenkov-Wermuth and Gabriel Citron were very capable research assistants when this project was in its infancy.

Many people were kind enough to supply me with unpublished material. Among them were Lord Renwick of Clifton, who let me cite from his forthcoming memoirs, and Sir Reginald Hibbert, who let me have various drafts and memoranda, as did Tim Winter, formerly President of the UK Friends of Bosnia–Herzegovina.

I am grateful to numerous institutions for giving me the chance to present my ideas to various military, political, and academic audiences. A number of senior officers, who wish to remain anonymous, commented on various chapters. I also profited immensely from the advice of Richard Caplan, Quintin Hoare, Lynne Jones, Irina Nikolic, Holly Palubiak, David Simms, Daniel Simms, Andy Olson, Valerie Hughes, Peter Walsh, Lee Bryant and Chris Clark. Miranda Long and Hazel Dunn performed heroic efforts preparing interview transcripts, while Bobbie Elsom uncomplainingly sent messages and fielded calls from all manner of individuals. My colleagues at the Centre for International Studies at Cambridge, particularly Philip Towle, Paul Cornish, and Marc Weller, made very helpful comments. Neither they, nor anybody else thanked here, is responsible for the argument put forward in this book.

Naturally, I thank all those soldiers, diplomats, and politicians who spoke to me, both on and off the record, particularly those who knew that my approach was likely to be critical. Here I would like to single out Lord Owen, who was generous with his time and courteously answered all my questions.

This book is dedicated to my god-child Sophie Mamaine Carleton Paget, who was much loved during her short life.
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CHAPTER 1

‘No Intervention’:

Defining Government Policy

In November 1999, four years after the end of the Bosnian conflict, the Secretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, released a 155-page report on the Srebrenica massacre of July 1995 and its background. He made no attempt to disguise either his own responsibility as the former UN Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, or that of the United Nations as a whole.1 He firmly rejected any notion of blaming the Bosnians for their fate, both with regard to the Srebrenica massacre in particular and the war in general. Instead, he pointed the finger directly at the Serbs and their ‘central war aim: to create a geographically contiguous and ethnically pure territory’.

Above all, Annan criticized the ‘prism of “amoral equivalency” through which the conflict was seen [by] international observers and actors’.2 For too long, there had been a ‘general tendency to assume that the parties were equally responsible for the transgressions that occurred’.3 ‘The [UN] arms embargo’ against the internationally-recognised government of Bosnia-Herzegovina’, he noted, ‘did little more than freeze in place the military balance within the former Yugoslavia’4 without honouring ‘the attendant duty to protect Bosnia and Herzegovina’. Moreover, the various mediatory efforts sponsored by the UN, the EC, and the five-power Contact Group ‘amounted to appeasement’.5 In the end, Annan argued, neither humanitarian assistance nor a peacekeeping force could solve a problem ‘which cried out for a political-military solution’. All in all, the report was a remarkably honest piece of self-criticism which went some way towards correcting the view of the UN as merely a vast system of outdoor relief for Third World elites.

In the summer of 1995, by contrast, the outgoing British Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, commissioned an internal report on the handling of the Bosnian crisis, which has remained strictly confidential ever since. It is easy to see why. Any investigation written with even a modicum of the candour and self-criticism which characterized Annan’s report would have exposed the way in which the Foreign Office and British government failed to grasp the essence of the Bosnian conflict. It would show how Britain obstructed efforts to aid Bosnia militarily, and tried to pressure the Bosnian government into an unjust peace. It would show how Britain’s international standing, so high in the aftermath of the Gulf War, plummeted across the Atlantic to levels not seen since the Suez crisis. In short, it would show that the Europe which Douglas Hurd bequeathed to his successor in the summer of 1995 was a much less safe place than it had been when the Yugoslav crisis first erupted four years earlier. It was his and Britain’s unfinest hour since 1938.

But the men and women who implemented this policy were not tub-thumping isolationists, rabid Eurosceptics, little Englanders, or knee-jerk anti-Americanists. Nor were they simply fools or knaves. It is true, of course, that Serb nationalists sought to influence parliament and the cabinet through the lobbyist Ian Greer; and that they tried to manipulate the Defence Secretary, Malcolm Rifkind, through his Serbophile Personal Private Secretary, Henry Bellingham MP.6 It is also true that for much of the war the Ministry of Defence was politically exposed to Serb sympathizers including Rifkind’s maverick former Thatcherite advisor, David Hart. But there is no evidence that all this had any effect on British policy, which for the most part was conducted by men and women of personal honesty and financial probity. As Lady Olga Maitland, the Conservative MP and defence expert, observed about these lobbyists: ‘They knew they had a route to Rifkind. It is not that they instructed Rifkind, but they confirmed his views.’7 If British statesmen and diplomats clung tenaciously to a policy of nonintervention, it was because they were intellectually convinced, not because they had been bought.

And far from being fools, these men and women were reckoned the best and brightest of their generation. In the Defence Secretary Malcolm Rifkind, for example, the government possessed a man of formidable forensic ability: tragically, the damage he was to inflict on British standing and the Bosnian cause was in direct proportion to his skill in parliament and the international conference chamber. In Douglas Hurd, Britain enjoyed what was routinely described as a ‘Rolls-Royce’ of a Foreign Secretary.8 He was a man of ‘the right expertise and a proper air of gravitas’, he ‘cut a civilised figure in an uncivilised world… a paragon of Establishment virtues – those virtues inculcated so ineradicably by Eton, Cambridge and the FO itself’, he ‘exude[d] calm authority’. In short, he had ‘what they call “grip” ’.9

At the outset of the crisis, therefore, few would have disagreed with The Times’ leader writer’s description of Douglas Hurd as a ‘foreign secretary whose diplomatic experience and intellect are equal to the task’.10 What is striking – and ironic in view of Hurd’s own quarrel with the press – is the deference with which his handling of the crisis was often reported, at least in the early stages. This shines through the humour of Robert Hardman’s ‘Commons sketch’ of 26 September 1992: ‘The Foreign Secretary was in his element delivering a cool overview of the world’s battlegrounds. Such was his authority that he did not even pretend that this was a debate… There was no point-scoring against the opposition but dry explanations prefaced with knowing phrases like “one must go back several years to understand how…” Even Labour MPs found themselves nodding as they grasped each point.’11 In the same way, Peter Riddell described Hurd’s handling of parliamentary questions as the Foreign Secretary ‘at his most authoritative, in effect conducting an hour-long seminar to educate the Commons in the difficulties of the various options’.12

Nor – as some of their wilder critics alleged – were British policy-makers for the most part in the grip of outlandish prejudices. They were not, in their public pronouncements at least, racists; and their policies were not obviously driven by Islamophobia. Nor did British policy-makers conspicuously share the anti-Catholicism which informed the stance of some intellectuals. Nor – whatever their reservations about the recognition of Slovenia and Croatia – did they nourish any serious fears of German expansionism. No conspiracy theory, in short, explains Britain’s peculiarly disastrous policy towards aggression and ethnic cleansing in Bosnia.

British statesmen and diplomats were fully informed of events on the ground and the magnitude of the human rights violations taking place. They knew about the camps and the mass rapes, generally before these outrages became public knowledge. In an unguarded moment Malcolm Rifkind acknowledged that these were the worst crimes in Europe since the Holocaust and the Second World War. Similarly, Douglas Hogg, the Minister of State in the Foreign Office, acknowledged that there were ‘clearly close parallels in moral terms between what has happened in Bosnia and what happened in Germany as a result of Nazi policy’.13 This statement may even – from a purist standpoint – have been something of an exaggeration. In any case, all the information was there: British statesmen simply refused to fit it together and draw the right conclusions. British policy on Bosnia was thus not a failure of information in the conventional sense.

The guilty men of the Bosnian crisis were in no sense isolationist or neutralist. They passionately believed there was a global and European role for Britain. They attached great importance to her permanent seat on the Security Council of the United Nations and the prominent role she played in international organizations. As Douglas Hurd observed on New Year’s Day 1992, in a formulation which was later to take on a life of its own: ‘In recent years Britain has punched above her weight in the world. We intend to keep it that way.’14 It was therefore a considerable irony that Britain spent virtually the whole of the Bosnian crisis punching much below her actual weight, and preventing heavier-weights from connecting with a vastly overrated adversary. Britain could have been a contender, if only she had wanted to be.

Right from the beginning of the Yugoslav crisis, Britain sought to sabotage any kind of international political – and later military – intervention to curb Serb aggression and ethnic cleansing. In September 1991 it was Britain which decisively opposed the French idea of a Western European Union (WEU) interposition force in Croatia.15 At the crucial and bad-tempered emergency meeting of EC foreign ministers at The Hague, Douglas Hurd warned his colleagues that the dispatch of such a force would lead Europe into a quagmire without an exit. At the same time, British officials briefed the press that ‘there is no peace to keep. It would mean sending in a force to hold the parties apart. Public opinion isn’t ready for it yet. It is too drastic.’16 Instead, Douglas Hurd proposed an oil embargo not merely against Serbia but on the whole of Yugoslavia, ‘to bring the country to its senses’. This puzzled many. ‘No-one in Yugoslavia’, a senior EU official observed, ‘is thinking about their economy. Sanctions would be pointless.’17 The final declaration of the summit, which stated the common ‘understanding that there will be no military intervention’,18 was a triumph for British diplomacy and Hurdian advocacy.

Six months later, in early July 1992, Britain was alone in opposing the idea of armed intervention to safeguard the passage of humanitarian aid in the Bosnian conflict.19 Then, throughout late 1992 and early 1993, Britain resisted the imposition of a ‘no-fly zone’ principally directed against the Bosnian Serbs and their Yugoslav backers for as long as it could; thereafter, Britain obstructed the actual implementation of that ban for as long as possible. At the same time, Britain dismissed US plans for aid flights to isolated Bosnian government enclaves as mere gimmicks likely to provoke the Serbs to yet more terrible retaliation which might endanger the whole aid effort.20 Britain abstained on a UN General Assembly resolution in December 1992 comparing ethnic cleansing to genocide, and opposed a similar motion at a session of the UN Human Rights Commission in 1993.21 And throughout 1993–5, as we shall see in chapters 2 and 3, Britain was the single most virulent opponent of the American strategy of ‘lift and strike’, that is, of lifting the arms embargo on the Bosnian government and using massive air strikes to even the odds on the ground.

In short, almost until the very end of the war, Britain worked to wreck any initiative on behalf of the Bosnian government which it regarded as ‘rash’ or ‘unhelpful’, particularly those involving a military dimension.22 In time, large sections of European and American opinion, ranging from the President of the European Commission, Jacques Delors, to the leader of the American Republican Party, Senator Bob Dole, came to identify Britain as the greatest obstacle to collective action on Bosnia. As Tadeusz Mazowiecki, the first democratically elected prime minister of Poland, and UN rapporteur on human rights, observed in May 1993: ‘Any time there was a likelihood of effective action, a particular western statesman [Hurd] intervened to prevent it.’23 The international financier and philanthropist George Soros likewise singled out Britain. ‘The British government’, he wrote in October 1993, ‘has played a particularly insidious role.’24

This was certainly the perception of the Bosnians themselves: in December 1992, President Izetbegovic stated that the British were the ‘biggest brake on any progress’.25 In December 1994, as the Serb attack on the ‘safe area’ of Bihac was raging, the Bosnian Information Centre in London noted how ‘Through its leading position in the UN peace process, the UNPROFOR mission, NATO and the UN Security Council, Britain has sought to contain Bosnian resistance to aggression and has proved eager to draw up new ethnic partition maps every time rebel Serb forces render the previous “peace plan” obsolete by occupying more Bosnian territory.’ Dr Mirko Pejanovic, a visiting member of the Bosnian presidency and leader of the Serb Civic Council, which represented Serbs loyal to the Bosnian government, was told by British officials that they hoped the fall of Bihac would inject a note of ‘realism’ into the position of the Bosnian government.26 And very shortly afterwards, President Izetbegovic told the summit of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) at Budapest that ‘Paris and London have from the very beginning taken the role of Serbia’s protectors; they have blocked the Security Council and Nato and prevented all attempts at stopping Serbia’s aggressive war’.

Indeed, so frustrated were the Bosnians with British policy and with her vigorous maintenance of the arms embargo against the legitimate government in Sarajevo, that they threatened to charge Britain before the International Court of Justice as an accomplice to genocide. A letter to that effect was sent to the Security Council in late November 1993.27 ‘This is not something we have come up with overnight,’ Sulejman Suljic, the Undersecretary at the Bosnian Foreign Ministry, commented, ‘We have been thinking about it for a very long time… It’s a question of whether the British government is willing to accept its responsibilities under the UN charter’s clauses against genocide.’ However understandable, this was an ill-judged move, which had little chance of success in the climate of the time. Inevitably, the Bosnians were accused of ‘biting the hand that fed them’.28

The key to understanding the foreign policy of the British government of the early 1990s in general, and its stance towards Bosnia in particular, lies in the profoundly conservative philosophical realism of its practitioners. James Rubin, who dealt with many British diplomats and statesmen throughout the Bosnian crisis, and who subsequently became US Assistant Secretary of State, saw them as ‘hyper-realists’ of ‘the traditional British kind’.29 This found its starkest expression in the rhetoric of Malcolm Rifkind, Defence Secretary for most of the conflict, whose very first speech on becoming Foreign Secretary in the summer of 1995 embraced Palmerston’s dictum that ‘the furtherance of British interests ought to be the sole object of a British foreign secretary’.30 What distinguished this view from the more ‘Gladstonian’ universalism of Margaret Thatcher and the ‘Wilsonianism’ of many Americans was a deep scepticism about the viability – even the desirability – of the ‘New World Order’ proclaimed by President Bush in 1990, and Britain’s role in it. ‘Britain has every interest in and commitment to greater regional and global security,’ Douglas Hurd argued in July 1993. ‘This is a matter of building, brick by brick, not pretending that a great structure of a new world order already exists.’31 ‘We do not have a new world order,’ he repeated in April 1994. ‘We have a traditional set of world disorders and we are trying, case by case and institution by institution, to equip ourselves to deal more adequately with those disorders.’32 Indeed, the Foreign Secretary provocatively stated, ‘there is no such thing as “the international community” ’.33 The echo of Margaret Thatcher, who had famously denied that there was such a thing as ‘society’, was surely intentional.

Underlying this was an acute sense of the limitations of British power. ‘The UK,’ Malcolm Rifkind argued, ‘is [only] a medium sized power.’ ‘I do not believe,’ Douglas Hurd told the House of Commons in mid-July 1993, ‘and have never used rhetoric that would lead anyone to believe, that it was part of Britain’s interests to pretend that we could sort out every man-made disaster in the world, of which there are many at the moment… It is in our interest to do our bit, but we should not over-pretend, or let rhetoric get in the way of reality.’34 Two months later he picked up on this theme in an address to the United Nations in New York: ‘It is empty to pretend that we can impose peace with justice on every disorder or dispute outside our national borders.’35 The net result of all this, as Douglas Hurd told the Royal Institute of International Affairs, was that ‘We shall probably have to say “no” more often than “yes”.’36

This stance could only be reinforced by the systematic reduction of military expenditure to cash in on the ‘peace dividend’ after the end of the Cold War. Indeed, the onset of the wars of the Yugoslav secession came at precisely the moment that the government was engaged in ‘Options for Change’, a wide-ranging defence review of British resources and potential commitments in the coming decade. Full-scale military intervention against the Bosnian Serbs would clearly mean halting or even reversing such cuts. Whether the Major administration used the defence cuts to deflect demands for intervention, or the other way around, is unclear;37 more recently, Ministry of Defence (MoD) officials were not willing to comment on this link. It is certainly remarkable that a senior MoD official, Bill Reeves, was prepared to go on record at the time – a sure sign of political approval – with the argument that even the dispatch of peacekeeping forces, let alone peace-making forces, to Yugoslavia would mean either the end to Options for Change or the reduction of other global commitments.38 In any case, after some hesitation, the government decided that the defence review should go ahead. Thus the Leader of the House of Commons, Tony Newton, reiterated the need to ‘achieve balanced and well-considered reductions in the armed forces’. However, he assured the House that ‘Of course, there is no question of anybody becoming redundant while in Bosnia.’39 What this meant, it transpired, was that they would not be sacked in Bosnia but remain in the Queen’s uniform until they had completed their tour. After all, Newton pointed out, ‘It would be much more unfair to leave troops serving in Bosnia in a state of continuing uncertainty when the position is being clarified elsewhere.’40 This was, as some opposition figures hinted, a case of bringing the boys home and putting them on the dole.

Yet it was not simply a matter of what Britain could do, it was also a question of what she should do. The notion that Britain should support the imposition of universal values for their own sake provoked a kind of conservative anti-imperialism in Douglas Hurd. ‘At first sight,’ he warned an audience of young Conservatives at the beginning of the war, ‘the concept of benevolent international interventionism might be attractive. But we should not wander down the new road without serious thought.’41 ‘We have no right, power or appetite,’ he told the European Parliament in July 1992, ‘to establish protectorates in Eastern Europe in the name of a European Order. We must not exaggerate our power to remove those agonies.’42 Almost exactly a year later he elaborated on this theme to the Carlton Club Political Committee: ‘We must not promise more than we can deliver… We must not let rhetoric run ahead of reality in this new [post-Cold War] world. Nato is not a world policeman. It is certainly not an army of crusaders marching forward to separate combatants by force or to plant the flag of conquest [sic] on foreign soil… Nato cannot be expected to solve all the problems on its borders, and it must not be blamed for failing to do so… A new world order does not exist. It can only be built painfully.’43 In late December 1994, he described the task of imposing by massive ground force an ‘imperial role… The legions might have had to stay for years.’44

It is no accident that the formative years of many British protagonists – certainly those of Douglas Hurd (born 1930) himself – were in the shadow of the Suez débâcle and the American predicament in Vietnam. In the first case, they were scarred by the fallout from a futile grand gesture which exceeded the capabilities of British power and led the country into conflict with her closest ally, the United States. Vietnam, on the other hand, showed the costs of an ideological crusade confronted with local realities. Over Bosnia, the fear was that the pressure for intervention would give way to domestic unrest as the body bags came home. Much better and more humane, the argument went, to recognize the limits of British power and those of the international community as a whole, to help where one could, but to dash any hopes on the part of the Bosnians that Britain might support the imposition of peace with justice.

But, of course, the cautionary tale which instantly sprang to mind was that of Northern Ireland. Such comparisons had a long pedigree in Britain. During the Eastern Crisis of 1876–8, the Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli, had observed: ‘fancy autonomy for Bosnia with a mixed population, autonomy for Ireland would be less absurd’. The link between Disraeli and the conservative pessimism of Hurd and Rifkind is obvious, and would probably be acknowledged. Throughout the early stages of the Yugoslav wars in 1991–2, British statesmen and diplomats repeatedly invoked the lessons of the Northern Irish ‘Troubles’, where British troops had found themselves attacked by the very people they had been deployed to protect: the Catholics. Thus Douglas Hurd told the emergency EC meeting at The Hague in September 1991 that ‘We have experience of fighting from village to village and street to street. We have been in Northern Ireland for 22 years.’45 Two years later he claimed that ‘The only thing which would have guaranteed peace with justice would have been an expeditionary force, creating if you like a new Northern Ireland, being there for how many years?’46

The Foreign Secretary developed this analogy further after the conflict was over. In a seminar on the ‘Lessons of Bosnia’, held in 1996, he stated that the ‘parallel with Carson and the passing of the Home Rule Bill in 1911–14… is the nearest that I have come up with’.47 Here the Foreign Secretary was referring to the campaign by Irish Unionists, concentrated in Ulster, to dissociate themselves from the scheme for limited Irish self-government based in Dublin, much in the same way as West Virginia had remained within the Union after Virginia had seceded at the start of the American Civil War. ‘I believe,’ Hurd explains, ‘the essence of the conflict was the unwillingness of the Bosnian Serbs… to live within a country called Bosnia with a non-Serb majority, separated from Serbia.’48 Two years later, in The search for peace, Douglas Hurd returned to this theme. ‘The parallels with Ireland are worth a closer glance,’ he wrote. ‘During the years of turmoil in Bosnia I was often reminded of a big sheet which used to hang in my office in Stormont Castle when I was Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in 1984–1985. It was a street plan of the city of Belfast mapped out in a confusion of Orange and Green. It looked like one of those modern paintings which consist of two pots of paint thrown at a canvas… No redrawing of the map would produce a neat line combining geography and politics, with each community living in tribal purity within its own boundaries.’49 This parallel was disquieting, for it suggested that four years on the Foreign Secretary had still not understood the difference between secession – or a secession within a secession – and a campaign of ethnic cleansing designed to create an ethnically pure Greater Serbia. The Bosnian Serbs were no Carsons, they were not Balkan West Virginians committed to the maintenance of the Union, and Slobodan Milosevic was no Lincoln.

Comparisons with the recent conflict in the Gulf and the Falklands, on the other hand, were firmly rejected. As Douglas Hurd told the Commons in mid-April 1993, ‘The aggression of Iraq against Kuwait was a simple act of aggression by one sovereign state against another. In Bosnia, we have a war in which the overwhelming majority of those fighting are Bosnians – Bosnian Serbs, Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Muslims… the position is different from that which produced Desert Storm.’50 Hurd stuck to this view even after the war ended. ‘The parallel with Bosnia will not wash… the source of that crisis was not foreign aggression but the unwillingness or inability of the different communities inside Bosnia to live together.’51 This theme was echoed by Malcolm Rifkind when he told the House of Commons that ‘The crucial point to be borne in mind is that because the vast majority of those taking part in the actual fighting are Bosnian Serbs, Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats – until a year ago, they were living in the same villages, streets and communities – we cannot treat this in exactly the same way as an invasion of one country by another. That is why the parallels sometimes drawn with the Gulf or the Falklands, with respect to military intervention, are utterly wrong… no Bosnian Serb, Muslim or Croat can be expelled from Bosnia by a United Nations Army or other forces.’52

Besides, at a very early stage of the crisis, the British government came to the view that the Yugoslav crisis was sui generis, and not symptomatic of an imminent general post-communist or nationalist explosion across eastern Europe. ‘Although there are possible areas where it could spill over,’ the Foreign Office Minister Douglas Hogg told the House Foreign Affairs Committee in November 1991, at the height of the siege of the Croatian town of Vukovar, ‘we do not think it will. We think it will be contained within the frontiers of Yugoslavia.’ Indeed, he added somewhat priggishly, the events of the past six months might serve pour encourager les autres, particularly Czechs and Slovak separatists: ‘that is where the example of Yugoslavia has worked towards stability’.53 In short, the more painful the separation, the more obvious the deterrent value.

Underlying this was a deeply ‘realist’ hostility towards fragmentation in the international state system. The British were unwilling to ‘roll with the punch’ and accept the creation of new sovereign entities in Europe.54 As Douglas Hogg stated in November 1991, ‘We have an enormously strong presumption in favour of existing boundaries… We have an interest in boundaries not being disturbed save by agreement.’55 Even after Bosnia was internationally recognized, Britain refused to set up an embassy in Sarajevo for almost two years. This fed suspicions of governmental Serbophilia. ‘Ministers don’t say so in public,’ one journalist observed at the height of the conflict, ‘but the fundamental British view remains that only a strong Serbia can ultimately guarantee security in the Balkans.’56 This was certainly the view of the EU mediator, Lord Carrington, who as a former Foreign Secretary and Nato Secretary General was a pillar of the British political establishment. The British, he recently admitted, were ‘to some extent’ pro-Serb for historical reasons, and remained so for pragmatic ones: ‘The point was that Serbia, being infinitely the biggest of the republics, was clearly the most important, and unless you somehow managed to keep Serbia onside, there wasn’t very much chance of getting an agreement.’57

Perhaps the most striking and inexplicable illustration of the tendentially pro-Serb confusion reigning in the Foreign Office is the Diplomatic List for 1993, which lists a British embassy in Serbia, rather than Yugoslavia.58 The chronological listing at the back refers to the embassy in ‘Yugoslavia, now see Serbia’. Indeed, Sir Peter Hall, the former ambassador to Belgrade, is still featured in the List for 2000 as the ambassador to ‘Serbia’ in 1992.59 This is very odd, because, of course, no country by the name of Serbia actually existed, even by its own lights, though Serb nationalists often talked of the need to carve a ‘Greater Serbia’ out of the ruins of the old Yugoslavia. Nor were there embassies listed in the other constituent parts of the rump Yugoslavia, such as Montenegro. Despite a formal enquiry, I have not been able to obtain a satisfactory answer as to how this embassy in Serbia – which mysteriously vanished a year later – came about.60 The informal suggestion that we are dealing with an administrative error is hardly persuasive. The former Chargé to Yugoslavia, Ivor Roberts, speculated that ‘the administration officer in 1992… may well have said, “Well as these other places have left, we’d better rename it on the list as Serbia”… that wouldn’t have been a policy decision taken by anyone’.61 Nor was the Foreign Secretary able to shed any light on this extraordinary lapse.62 We are left with the curious fact that in 1993 Britain enjoyed diplomatic relations with a country that did not exist, but did not maintain an embassy in a country – Bosnia and Herzegovina – which did exist.

There was certainly an initial determination to keep Yugoslavia together even after its essentially Serbocentric and repressive character had become obvious. ‘I believe,’ Mark Lennox-Boyd, the Parliamentary Undersecretary for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, told the Commons in late June 1991, ‘that the Slovene and Croat leaderships should seek their future in the framework of a single reformed Yugoslav state based on consent… We and our western partners have a clear preference for the continuation of a single Yugoslav political entity.’ He deplored the use of force, but added that ‘the Yugoslav Federal army might have, under the constitution, a role in restoring order if there were widespread civil unrest’.63 These unfortunate words were spoken without sinister intent, but they could reasonably be interpreted as a ‘green light’ for the JNA to suppress Croat and Slovene independence. In practice, as Sir Reginald Hibbert, a former ambassador to Paris who fought with Special Operations Executive (SOE) in the Balkans, pointed out, the policy of ‘holding together’ Yugoslavia inevitably ‘favoured the Serbs, because the Serbs too insisted that Yugoslavia should remain united’.64

As one might expect, the contemporary Bosnian problem was seen through the prism of the old ‘Eastern Question’, which every English schoolboy used to know about. This was not just – as we shall see later – a matter of the obvious comparisons between Gladstone’s preoccupation with the Turkish atrocities in Bulgaria in 1876 and the public agitation for intervention in Bosnia. It was also about the neuralgic associations which the words ‘Sarajevo’ and ‘Bosnia’ formed for generations of diplomats and statesmen schooled to believe that the First World War had been triggered by an obscure Balkan spat. ‘I believe,’ Douglas Hurd observed, ‘the history of this century, and I am reading the life of Sir Edward Grey at the present time, shows what happens if you go down this line of the European Community having their clients and their favourites and supporting them financially and in other ways and this ends up in ruins. That, I think, was the story of the Balkans before the First World War.’65 When the chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee, David Howell, expressed the hope that ‘there is no analogy between Sir Edward Grey’s experience of the Balkan instability in 1914 and your own’, Hurd responded: ‘We are trying to avoid it.’

What this meant was that British preoccupation was with international unity on policy towards Bosnia, rather than the content of that policy. Hurd admitted as much in an article penned at the height of the war: ‘We have at each stage of the Yugoslav crisis agreed on what we should do – that is, we Europeans have avoided the disastrous rivalries of western powers in the Balkans which caused such harm in the first years of this century.’ Even if the problem remained unsolved, that should be reckoned a success. ‘The decision to end the war,’ he added lamely, ‘will be taken by those doing the fighting.’66 The upshot was a flat denial that any British national interest was at stake in Bosnia. As Douglas Hurd subsequently wrote in The search for peace (1998): ‘On any calculation of national interest, the Gulf War was more important for Britain than Bosnia… Bosnia was intellectually and ethically tangled.’67 ‘By the test of the narrow national interest,’ he elaborated further, ‘Bosnia could not rate high for the British. No one sitting down calmly in Whitehall to assess where in Britain’s interests we should deploy British troops or focus British economic aid would have picked Bosnia as a recipient. There was a British interest in preventing a general Balkan War, a substantial quarrel between the west and Yeltsin’s reforming Russia, or a serious rift within NATO or within the EU… But they were consequent, not central to Bosnia itself… The instinct of the realist was stay out.’68 The notion that a manifest inability to deal with aggression and ethnic cleansing in an area firmly within the British sphere of influence might be a severe blow to British national interests was apparently unrealistic.

This policy of non-intervention should not be interpreted as mere callous insouciance on the part of its protagonists. With a few exceptions, British statesmen and diplomats were not brazen Machiavellians who delighted in what was to become an increasingly casuistic and untenable position. On the contrary, they were vexed and tortured by the problem. As one observer remarked at the time, Bosnia would be engraved on Douglas Hurd’s tombstone; another witness, who was particularly close to the Foreign Secretary during the second half of the war, described him as being obsessed to the point of paralysis with Bosnia. This was most obviously reflected in his fiction, which Hurd encouraged readers to regard as a sort of surrogate memoir. ‘I shan’t produce my memoirs early,’ he told an interviewer in July 1993. ‘Yes, I keep a diary but not in a form which anyone could conceivably publish. I’ll put it all into fiction meanwhile.’69 ‘The novelist,’ he recently wrote in the introduction to a collection of short stories, ‘can use the imagination to press home a point or argue passionately for a particular outcome. Or (more relevant in my case) he can point to a predicament of human behaviour without being compelled, as a politician or leader writer is, to point a dogmatic way out of that predicament.’70 His fiction is not really self-critical in intent – ‘penance’ in Hurd’s own words – but self-exculpatory. But it is, none the less, self-revealing.

The reader of ‘Ten minutes to turn the devil’, a short story penned in January 1993, at the height of the Bosnian war, will be struck by the undercurrent of self-doubt and moral quandary. The plot centres on Richard Smethwick, Defence Secretary after a spell in Northern Ireland, and his speech to the Conservative Party Conference at Brighton. The event is taking place against the background of the savage civil war in Caucasia, which a couple of years ago had been seen merely as ‘a dispute between unimportant and unpronounceable politicians thousands of miles away’.71 Now, however, it was the subject of a large-scale British humanitarian intervention, and the mounting casualties had fuelled an anti-war movement of TON, ‘Troops out now’. When Smethwick/Hurd runs the gauntlet of protesters, he speculates that ‘the owners of those twisted faces might well last Christmas have been among those shouting for intervention in Caucasia’.72 This was a reference surely to Walpole’s famous comment on the public agitation for war with Spain in 1739: ‘They are ringing the bells now, but soon they will be wringing their hands.’

Beset on all sides for allowing soldiers to be killed in this tangled conflict, Smethwick/Hurd sets aside most of his speech, eschews all partisan reference to the opposition, and launches a passionate defence of the policy of intervention: ‘He was not going to talk about expenditure and cost effectiveness, because all the money, all the efficiency in the world could not make up for a lack of will.’73 But he ‘believed that the heart of the party and the heart of the country were sound. We had not lost our courage, we were still prepared to work for a more decent world.’ Even if the British serviceman was not directly engaged in the defence of the realm, ‘He was doing something new, something in a way more daring and ambitious. He was joining with others in an attempt to deal with wickedness and cruelty, to establish decency and order, not just where the Union Jack flew but throughout the world… The question was whether Britain should join in the attempt or leave it to others. Were we interested in the new chapter, or simply in thumbing endlessly through the old chapters, constantly recalling the past while others shaped the future?’74 This enunciation of the ‘doctrine of international community’, which was later to underpin Tony Blair’s successful intervention in Kosovo, carries the debate and the vote. It is the speech Douglas Hurd himself never made.

Throughout the formative early stages of the war, the Prime Minister was largely eclipsed, and was to remain so (with some exceptions, notably the hostage crisis of 1995), throughout the war. At first sight, this may seem surprising, as it was John Major who had taken the lead on the question of the Kurds against Saddam Hussein. The tidy mind of Douglas Hogg had to accept in November 1991 that, somewhat contrary to current government rhetoric, the case of Iraq showed ‘a willingness to deploy, to intervene in the internal affairs of nations where major humanitarian issues have been brought into play’.75 Indeed, throughout 1992, as Bosnia was torn apart by Serb aggression, and Britain fought to delay the imposition of a no-fly zone, Major continued to breathe fire against Iraq. ‘We will instruct the Iraqis not to fly in that area,’ he announced in August 1992. ‘If they do, they will be perfectly well aware we are likely to attack.’ When asked what would happen if the Iraqis resisted, John Major responded, ‘We have seen in the past that they will lose.’76 And in early 1993, almost as if to taunt the citizens of Sarajevo, British and American aircraft launched a round of air strikes against Iraq.

This belligerence was not repeated in Bosnia. In fact, the Gulf aside, John Major was profoundly diffident about his handling of international affairs. ‘Of all the roles in government,’ he later wrote about his elevation to Foreign Secretary in July 1989, ‘the Foreign Office… was the one for which I was least prepared.’77 And being, as he candidly admitted, a ‘relative novice in foreign affairs’, he wrote that he was ‘fortunate in… having Douglas Hurd… and Malcolm Rifkind’ to guide him as Prime Minister.78 During late 1991 and early 1992, this deference, and Major’s own confusion, was palpable. ‘The conflict in Bosnia,’ he wrote in his autobiography, ‘crept up on us while our attention was on the turmoil in the Soviet Union, and took us almost unawares… Its roots were bewildering.’79 Nor did it help that the cabinet was profoundly divided about the wisdom of military engagement, with the President of the Board of Trade, Michael Heseltine, the Social Security Secretary, Peter Lilley, the Scottish Secretary, Ian Lang, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kenneth Clarke, opposed to further involvement.80 The division, it should be stressed, was between those who favoured a limited humanitarian operation and those who wanted to stay out altogether; there was no voice raised on behalf of military intervention, however limited, in favour of the Bosnian government.

In order to justify and sustain such a policy of non-intervention, the government fell back on a series of palliative diplomatic and rhetorical strategies. The first was to sponsor the search for an agreed settlement conducted by the EC negotiator, the former Foreign Secretary and Secretary General of Nato, Lord Carrington. As the mediator of the Lancaster House agreement which brought Zimbabwe into being, he was a man of proven experience; but his grasp of the real dynamics of the Yugoslav situation proved slender. Carrington’s strategy hinged on a flawed presumption and a flawed tactic. From the outset he held all sides to be more or less equally responsible for the violence. They were, he subsequently claimed, ‘all impossible people… all as bad as each other, and there are just more Serbs’. Indeed, he felt that the war in Croatia was ‘really Tudjman’s fault’, for declaring independence without adequate guarantees for the Serb population.81

The specific premeditated quality of Serb ethnic cleansing, and Belgrade’s responsibility for it, entirely passed Carrington by. In September 1991 he merely noted that ‘It does depend on the will of the people concerned as to whether they want to find a solution.’82 Later he was to speak of the ‘gross over-reaction’ of the JNA, and a pattern of ‘provocation, or perceived provocation, followed by massive Serbian retaliation’.83 At the same time, Carrington sought to use the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia as a bargaining counter with which to agree an overall settlement. ‘The position of the European Community,’ he stated in October 1991, at the height of the siege of Dubrovnik, ‘has been that nobody is going to recognise the independence and sovereignty of any of the republics until there is a solution to the whole problem.’84 He was therefore highly critical of the German decision to push the recognition of Slovenia and Croatia through the EC in December 1991. ‘As a result of that December decision,’ he subsequently claimed, ‘the original concept of the Peace Conference had unravelled and we had no real leverage.’ Later, others were to argue that recognition precipitated the outbreak of war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and that there was at least an ‘informal understanding’ between Britain and Germany to trade recognition for British ‘opt-outs’ at Maastricht.85

This was palpable nonsense. It was not true that Germany had precipitated the war in Bosnia by forcing through the recognition of Slovenia and Croatia as part of a broader hegemonic design. Throughout the early stages of the crisis, in fact, most German politicians and commentators had argued strongly against the break-up of the federation; the German Foreign Minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, did so at the CSCE summit in Berlin only five days before the outbreak of hostilities.86 This should come as no surprise: the essentially post-nationalist German elite saw no need to create new divisions at a time when ‘the walls were coming down and Europe was uniting’. All that Germany did was to react rather more quickly and sharply to Yugoslavia’s manifest destruction by Greater Serb nationalists than some other European powers. Interestingly, the Foreign Secretary himself showed some understanding for the German position. ‘Germany,’ he noted in January 1992, ‘held back for a considerable time’, and had been as castigated for its passivity in the Gulf as for its present activism.87

Nor is it true that recognition wrecked Lord Carrington’s attempts to broker an overall solution. In fact, Carrington had already presented his ‘take it or leave it’ plan – which guaranteed ‘special status’ to all minorities – to the six republican leaders at The Hague in mid-October 1991. This was accepted by all involved, except Slobodan Milosevic,88 who rejected the notion of ceding the same rights to minorities within Serbia that he claimed for Serbs elsewhere. If proof was needed that the war was not about legitimate Serb concerns, but about ethnic cleansing and annexation, this was it. Why the Serbs – whom Carrington himself and the Foreign Office identified as the principal obstacle to the ‘draft convention for an overall settlement’89 – would feel pressured if the international community withheld recognition from Croatia, he did not explain. Indeed, he admitted himself that once the peace conference reconvened in January 1992 after recognition had been announced, the Serbian attitude became ‘more constructive’.90

The policy of withholding recognition, in fact, only made sense as a strategy of bludgeoning the weaker side, the Croats, into territorial concessions. Douglas Hogg revealingly stated in November 1991, as Croatia was under incessant attack, that ‘If the parties wanted to make adjustments to frontiers, by your prior recognition you actually have an obstacle in the way of that.’91 Translated, this meant that the Croatians might be able to buy an agreed independence package by shedding a few feathers, for it was clear from the existing military balance, which the arms embargo could only perpetuate, that any ‘frontier adjustments’ would be entirely one-sided.

The simple truth is that Bosnian Serb extremists – supported by Belgrade – were driven by a murderous dynamic of their own. Already in September 1991, the US Secretary of State, James Baker, no alarmist when it came to Yugoslavia, had warned the United Nations Security Council of aggressive preparations by the Bosnian Serbs.92 While the Bosnian government was still genuinely trying to work out a new Yugoslav federal framework in 1991, the Bosnian Serbs were already setting up their own – illegal – autonomous regions, stockpiling arms and drawing up lists of Muslim community leaders for murder or deportation. The very most that can be said is that the German move influenced the timing of a genocide, which was long planned and which not negotiation but only resolute pre-emptive military intervention, could have forestalled.

Carrington proved no more successful in understanding or resolving the war in Bosnia. Once again, Carrington made his generalized disdain for all the ‘parties’ clear; he resolutely refused to make any distinction between the underlying dynamic towards a Greater Serbia, Bosnian self-defence, and Croat separatist opportunism. This was reflected in his memorable comment right at the outset of the war in late April 1992: ‘Everybody is to blame for what is happening in Bosnia and Hercegovina and, as soon as we get the ceasefire, there will be no need to blame anybody.’93 Three months later, at the height of the initial phase of Serb aggression in the summer of 1992, Carrington was still speaking even-handedly of ‘factional leaders’ and ‘warlords’.94 One of the great problems, Carrington argued more recently, was ‘the demonisation of the Serbs’. Indeed, he believed that President Izetbegovic ‘was responsible for some of the atrocities in order to get the Americans interested. He was a dreadful little man.’95

Once again, Carrington placed his faith in a ‘negotiated’ partitionist solution. ‘Peace,’ Carrington claimed in July 1992, ‘will not come to Bosnia until there is a de facto partition.’96 Just as the Croatian government was supposed to buy recognition through territorial concessions, the Sarajevo government was encouraged to trade land for peace. President Izetbegovic refused, not simply because of the monstrous injustice of the proposition, but because he knew well that any agreement with the Bosnian Serbs would not be worth the paper it was written on, so long as the Bosnian Serbs enjoyed a massive military advantage. The truth of this assertion was to be proven by the events of the lamentable London conference in August 1992.

Throughout the early stages of the Bosnian war, the British government steadfastly maintained – officially – that ethnic cleansing and aggression should not be allowed to stand. ‘We need to make it clear that we don’t accept the partition of Bosnia by force,’ Hurd claimed. ‘The idea that simply because you or your friends have occupied swathes of territory, the world simply packs up and accepts that, will be shown to be wrong… You cannot just ratify what has happened, valley by valley, village by village, in the past few weeks.’97 In practice, however, the British government did nothing beyond maintaining the arms embargo and obstructing the – albeit feeble – efforts of others to come to the aid of the Bosnian government. But as the sense of popular and political outrage mounted in the course of the summer – with revelations about the camps and mass expulsions – the need to do something to defuse the pressure for military intervention grew. This obligation was felt the more keenly by London while Britain held the presidency of the EU in the second half of 1992.

The resulting London conference was a sham. Given the urgency of the situation, the decision to announce it three weeks in advance was widely interpreted as an invitation to the Serbs to maximize their gains before having them ratified by the international community.98 Moreover, as Pauline Neville-Jones, then head of the Defence and Overseas Secretariat in the Cabinet Office, recalls, ‘The Foreign Office, having decided to hold this thing and ask[ed] the Prime Minister to chair it, then decided to go on holiday, all of them, Political Director, the lot, leaving almost nobody to prepare this mammoth conference.’99 When the various statesmen and diplomats finally convened, the British ensured that there was no outright condemnation of the Serbs in the communiqué. Indeed, John Major later freely admitted that he blunted Dutch attempts to single out Belgrade through a procedural stratagem.100 All that was secured was an agreement on ‘principles of civilized conduct’ and a unilateral commitment by the Bosnian Serbs – in a separate understanding between the Bosnian Serb Vice-President Nikola Koljevic and the Minister of State in the FCO, Douglas Hogg – not to fire their heavy weapons around Sarajevo and three other cities and to submit these to international control and inspection.101 As Victor Jackovitch, a senior official in the US State Department and subsequently the first ambassador to Bosnia, observed, ‘We had difficulties finding out what London was trying to do. When we got there we realised what was happening: a pressure valve. Allow the Serbs to make promises and accept them knowing they had no intention of keeping them. It was a landmark in handling the war and brilliant by the Brits.’102 The London conference also marked the first appearance of Lord Owen, who replaced Lord Carrington as the EU negotiator.

Very soon it was clear that the conference had achieved nothing. The shelling of Sarajevo and other towns continued; the campaign of ethnic cleansing escalated. Later, Douglas Hurd was to say that ‘the corralling of heavy weapons was agreed in principle at the London conference in August. It has not happened, partly because the Bosnian Serbs have not agreed to it and partly as a result of the difficulties of arranging it.’103 One suspects that the two reasons were related. The Defence Secretary was more honest. ‘What has happened so far,’ he said in September 1992, ‘is that a very small number of pieces of artillery have been collected together but I must add the qualification that those who were in control of those weapons before are still in control of them and are still firing with them. All that the United Nations has been allowed to do is to monitor that particular operation. I cannot believe that that is an honouring of the spirit of the promise that was given by those who felt it appropriate to make that commitment.’104 These remarks – a classic example of the new understated conservative realism – must surely rank as among the most pathetic of any made by a senior government minister of a power permanently seated at the UN Security Council.

By the autumn of 1992 it was clear both that a negotiated solution was not imminent and that the war would not end with an early Serb victory. This forced the British government to rethink its original strategy. Whereas ground troops had initially been firmly ruled out, the growing humanitarian crisis now led to the dispatch of substantial British forces to Bosnia as part of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) tasked with the delivery and protection of international aid. The political purpose of the deployment was not stated, but quite transparent: to head off demands for a politico-military commitment to the Bosnian government by the pre-emptive dispatch of ground forces for purely humanitarian purposes. The troops, as the head of UNHCR in central Bosnia, Larry Hollingsworth, later argued, were ‘sent in not to be tough but simply to look tough’.105 In case anybody was in any doubt about this, the Armed Forces Minister, Archie Hamilton, told the Commons that they would be withdrawn if they suffered ‘heavy casualties’.106

All this was part of a strategy to relativize and depoliticize the conflict and turn it into a purely humanitarian problem. Instead of ethnic cleansing and aggression, the watchwords of British statesmen and diplomats were ‘ethnic strife’ and ‘humanitarian relief’. On this reading, Bosnia became no more than an inconveniently conspicuous but essentially routine civil war and humanitarian crisis. It is telling that, in an overview of the problems facing the EU in September 1992, Douglas Hurd identified not Bosnia but migration as the greatest challenge facing the EU. In a curious spell of amnesia about the ethnically cleansed Native American Indians, he added helpfully that, unlike nineteenth-century America, ‘ours is not an empty continent’.107 A year later, he told a foreign policy symposium in the German capital that ‘Sudan, Bosnia, Angola, Liberia, Georgia, Afghanistan, Rwanda, Somalia, Tajikistan and Azerbaijan are all racked by civil war… Some are televised, some are not. They are usually civil wars simmering with centuries of mutual hatred, sustained by people with no will for peace… It is empty to pretend that we can impose peace with justice on every disorder outside our own borders.’108 This argument was echoed by Malcolm Rifkind when he told parliament in April 1993 that he was ‘not aware of any ethical distinction between a war in Bosnia and a war in Angola or Cambodia’.109

Indeed, he elaborated on this theme a fortnight later, by standing the moral argument on its head and hurling it back at his critics. ‘I listened,’ he told the House of Commons, ‘to the argument that we have a special responsibility in the former Yugoslavia that does not apply in other parts of the world. I can understand that, at a political level, we in the United Kingdom clearly have a security interest in stability in Europe. However, I hope that hon. members will not advance that argument on moral grounds when they demand at the same time that any action must be taken in the name of the United Nations. The UN can make no moral distinction between intervening in Bosnia and intervening in Angola or Cambodia – its responsibility is to the global community. Those hon. members who called for UN intervention, but sought to imply that it must be made in Bosnia even if not elsewhere, displayed an inappropriate inconsistency.’110 This was a domino theory in reverse: Britain should not resist aggression and ethnic cleansing in one part of the world – even in an area which obviously fell within Britain’s sphere of influence on the UN Security Council – because that would somehow commit her to doing the same in all other parts of the globe.

Such attempts to equate a major politico-military crisis in the middle of Europe with more remote African or Asian quarrels – and thus to dismiss it – found an echo, in this case a more understandable one, in the Third Worldist resentments of the UN leadership. The Egyptian Secretary General, Dr Boutros Boutros-Ghali, was quick to contrast the international humanitarian and peacekeeping commitments in Bosnia, which he dismissed as a ‘white man’s war’, with inaction in the Caucasus and Somalia. Unsurprisingly, Boutros-Ghali’s visit to Sarajevo in October 1994 was greeted with widespread derision. He responded by reminding the traumatized inhabitants of that city of the plight of black Africa and contrasting the thousands of UN troops in the former Yugoslavia with the totally inadequate provision for Rwanda.111 It was an unusual spectacle: a Conservative British government – and, as we shall see, Conservative MPs – found common ground with professional anti-colonialists on the basis of the universal brotherhood of man – and of inaction. Throughout the Bosnian war, indeed, men who prided themselves on their innate pragmatism suddenly became afflicted with an abstract and disabling pseudo-universalism.

At the same time, British officials did everything they could to play down the gravity of the situation on the ground. Thus, in May 1993, at the height of the first siege of the Bosnian enclave of Zepa, British diplomatic sources briefed journalists to the effect that ‘reports should be treated with caution as Muslims could be expected to do anything to provoke Western military intervention, a goal throughout the Vance–Owen peace process… One British source said the Muslims had a history of provoking a disturbance and exaggerating its extent.’112 More than a year later, in November 1994, British ‘sources’ were at it again, playing down the threat to the Bihac enclave from advancing Bosnian Serb forces. One briefing claimed that ‘London believed that the Serbs were not planning to take Bihac but wanted to tie down the Bosnian Army’s Fifth Corps there.’113 Similarly, after the fall of the enclave of Srebrenica and the massacre of thousands of its menfolk in July 1995, John Sweeney reported how ‘the British Ministry of Defence went on the offensive working to deny and play down evidence of a massacre’. Indeed, Sweeney quotes a ‘senior UN source in the former Yugoslavia as saying ‘The anti-Muslim spin from MI6 is a constant feature. They’re always doing it.’114

Very often, this British agenda found an echo with a resentful United Nations bureaucracy frantic to avoid offending the Serbs as the strongest power in the region. Thus, some UN officials tried to argue that Sarajevo was not technically under siege, that Serb shelling was often provoked by ‘Muslim’ initiatives, and that the Bosnian government routinely shelled or sniped its own people in order to precipitate western intervention.115 This became strikingly obvious immediately after the market-place massacre of February 1994 when UN forensic teams swung into action to obscure the overwhelming likelihood that the round had been fired from Serb positions. At local level, of course, the UN felt it sometimes had no choice but to accommodate the overwhelming power of the Serbs in order to carry out its mandate. This was the case, for example, in Serb-held Sector North in the Krajina (Croatia), where UN troops quickly found themselves overawed by and in league with contemptuous Serbs. ‘It is the old problem,’ a UN official in Zagreb remarked in December 1994, ‘Sector North are tormented by the Serbs – so they’ve fallen in love with them. They’ve gone native.’116

But it was not enough simply to relativize and minimize the Bosnian war, it was also necessary to blur the distinction between aggressor and victim. It is, of course, true that the Bosnian government side committed atrocities, but these were essentially reactive and quantitatively and qualitatively distinct from the systematic campaign of ethnic cleansing waged by the Croatian and Bosnian Serbs.117 Yet what is striking is the way in which the argument of moral equivalence went right back to the beginning of the conflict; indeed, to the Croatian war of 1991. ‘If,’ Douglas Hurd remarked in early July 1991, ‘at the end of the day they [the peoples of Yugoslavia] have decided that what they want is civil war, it will be a reproach to Europe but we cannot prevent it.’118 As Douglas Hogg told the Commons in October 1991, at the height of the sieges of the Croatian towns of Vukovar and Dubrovnik, ‘Sadly, there have been repeated ceasefire violations – on both sides.’119 Not long afterwards, Lord Brabazon of Tara, the Minister of State at the Department of Transport, claimed that ‘12 successive ceasefire agreements collapsed because of a lack of will on either side to respect them’.120 This alleged symmetry took no account of the asymmetry in weaponry: at this time Croatian transgressions generally involved small arms, whereas the Serbs brought the full force of their artillery to bear. In mid-December 1991, Hogg was still pronouncing in vague terms that ‘A long-term solution will be possible only when the Yugoslavs themselves show a genuine political will to reach a peaceful settlement.’121

The same rhetorical strategies were deployed in Bosnia. Here the insistence on referring to aggressor and victim, legitimate government and separatist rebel alike as the ‘parties’ or ‘factions’, became almost ritualized. The undifferentiated emphasis on the need for the peoples of the former Yugoslavia to find their own way out of the conflict was if anything accentuated. ‘The decision for peace or further fighting,’ one British diplomat told the Security Council in August 1993, ‘now rests with the Bosnian parties to the conflict.’122 ‘At the end of the day,’ Douglas Hurd observed in early 1994, ‘as we can see very clearly in Bosnia, the only people who can stop the fighting are the people doing the fighting. You have at the moment, alas, three parties in Bosnia, who each of them believe that some military success awaits them.’123 One needed, Malcolm Rifkind told parliament in April 1994, ‘in a slow, painful, but determined way, to find a way in which each of the factions will realise that military means alone will not produce a lasting peace in Bosnia’.124 ‘Where people are determined to go on fighting,’ Baroness Chalker observed at the end of that year, ‘it is very difficult to stop them.’125

Very often the notion of a moral equivalence, inherent in the language of ‘parties’ and ‘factions’, was made explicit. When Jeremy Hanley, the genial but flailing Armed Forces Minister, was asked by Patrick Cormack whether ‘the thrust of the blame should be directed at Serbia’, he responded that ‘I do not believe that it is desirable to try to apportion blame in an area where horrendous acts are carried out by all sides.’126 Similarly, Sir Nicholas Bonsor, the new Undersecretary of State at the FCO, made his debut by claiming, not long after the hostage crisis and in the same month as the Srebrenica massacre, that ‘this is not a one-sided conflict in which there are white hats and black hats at war. It is a conflict in which the depth of bestiality is incomprehensible in a civilised world and it is not confined wholly to the Serbs.’127

Sometimes government ministers even took their lead from UNPROFOR – including British officers – and implied that the Bosnians were shelling their own people, particularly after the market-place massacre in February 1994. Thus the Minister for Overseas Development, Baroness Chalker, found it ‘impossible’ to tell an MP ‘who is responsible for the shelling in Sarajevo. All I can tell him is that the investigations by UNPROFOR have been going on. While it cannot be said with certainty who was responsible for the 70 or so deaths that were caused, we certainly know that there were many people who could have been doing it on both sides in Sarajevo.’128 Subsequently, the Prime Minister stated that, although he thought the Serbs the most obvious culprits, a later report had implicated Bosnian government forces. In his view, either side was fully capable of perpetrating such an act.’129 John Major, of course, did not need certainty, he merely needed sufficient doubt to blur the issue and dilute the call for an international response. Alistair Goodlad, the Minister of State at the FCO, advanced the same argument in more general terms. He observed after the market-place massacre of February 1994 that ‘We are looking for effective action – if necessary, muscular action – to protect the civilian population of Sarajevo. They have been subjected to mortar attacks from both Serbian and Bosnian forces.’130 Of course, the notion that the siege of Sarajevo – surrounded on all sides by Serb heavy weapons and defended by undergunned Bosnians – was somehow a joint effort between ‘the parties’, was quite absurd.

Sometimes, the argument for equivalence was insidiously a priori. When challenged by one MP to ‘recognise that the conflict is clearly part of the campaign for the creation of a greater Serbia’, the Defence Secretary in turn called upon him to ‘accept that the Croatians have been seeking to control as much territory as possible in Bosnia… and I have no doubt that the Bosnian Muslims [sic], given the opportunity, would also be seeking to do so.’131 In short, the Bosnian government might not have committed comparable atrocities to Serb separatists, but they would surely do so if they had half a chance, particularly if the international arms embargo were to be lifted. This insistence on moral equivalence stemmed in part from ignorance and intellectual laziness. In part, as Reginald Hibbert points out, the language of ‘warring factions’ served government ‘as a means of evading the real issue of the war, which is how to contain an expansionist Serbia’.132 But it also corresponded to a profound psychological necessity. Confronted with the results of their action, British statesmen felt not shame but irritation. They needed to knock the Bosnians down from their pedestal of victimhood and thus excuse non-intervention. They had done the Bosnians a bad turn and they never forgave them for it.

If the British government acknowledged the primary responsibility of the Bosnian Serbs and their backers in Belgrade, this was generally expressed in the context of a more generalized culpability of ‘all the parties’. Thus the Minister for Defence Procurement, Jonathan Aitken, told parliament in early April 1993, that ‘It is probably true that Serbian planes have committed most of the violations of the no-fly zone. However, the situation is a complex and confusing situation and there have been some other violations.’133 In October 1993, the Minister for Overseas Development, Baroness Chalker, observed that ‘ethnic cleansing has not only been carried out by the Serbs, although they have probably [sic] done more than the Moslems [sic] or Croatians. All ethnic cleansing must be brought to an end.’134 A few months later, Malcolm Rifkind engaged in a similar exercise when he responded to a massive Serb assault on a ‘safe area’ with the observation that ‘The events in Gorazde of the past few days have undoubtedly been the consequence of Serb aggression, but there are still a number of warring factions in Bosnia. One of the British soldiers who lost their lives in the past week was killed by Serbian action; a Bosnian government soldier shot the other one dead.’135 And in late June 1995, Douglas Hogg told the House of Commons that ‘the Serbs have committed most of the atrocities. However, all parties have been responsible for acts of this kind.’136 The structure of such pronouncements generally followed a distinctive pattern of obfuscation: no sooner would the aggressor be identified than some qualifying clause would put responsibility in doubt, and vice versa.

Perhaps the classic example of this was Douglas Hurd’s longwinded, superficially considered and precise, but obfuscatory characterization of the conflict in a speech to the House of Commons in February 1994: ‘Bosnia is full of civilians who are suffering. Some of them are Bosnian Serbs, some of them are Bosnian Croats and some of them are Bosnian Muslims. Essentially, it is a civil war that originated from Belgrade and the Bosnian Serbs, which is why they carry the heaviest responsibility, sustained to some extent by the old JN A – the Yugoslav National [sic] Army – sustained now to some extent by Croat regular units, and sustained to a smaller extent by people who have come in from the Middle East to help the Bosnian Muslims.’137 Moreover, Hurd had insisted the day before, that there was a pattern of Muslim provocation within which Serb actions should be understood.138

In confidential FCO and MoD briefings, of course, all this was rendered simply as ‘all sides are equally guilty’. One American, who was given a ‘top-level briefing’ at the MoD, reported that ‘the whole purpose of the briefing seemed to be to lay as much blame as possible on the Bosnian Muslims. There was nothing about who had started the war, or who had committed most of the atrocities. Instead, it was all about a few recent incidents where the Muslims had “provoked” the “Serbs”.’139 And when two UN soldiers were shot by snipers in Sarajevo, one of them certainly by the Serbs, the other possibly by Bosnian government forces, FCO officials confidently told journalists that both of them had been murdered by troops loyal to the Sarajevo government.

Similarly, Patrick Bishop of the Sunday Telegraph describes how ‘a senior Foreign Office official stretched back in his armchair and told journalists that the pattern of violence in Sarajevo was not as simple as it seemed. It was not all the Serbs’ fault. Bombardments tended to be started by the Muslims, triggering a massive Serb response.’ ‘One of the most depressing aspects of the war in Bosnia,’ Bishop observed, ‘is the way that relatively straightforward situations have been distorted by officials desperate to twist events to fit their gospel of impotence and inaction. An essential part of that strategy has been to try to establish a moral equivalence between the combatants, the view that basically they are all as bad as each other.’140 Just how successful this strategy proved was shown by Patrick Bishop’s own article on the Bihac crisis later that year. The ‘Bosnian Muslims’, he argued, ‘only had themselves to blame’. ‘Lately,’ he continued, the ‘convenient division between aggressors and sufferers has become blurred, and the claim that all parties in the conflict are as bad as each other is becoming more valid.’ The Muslims, in fact, ‘would do well to co-operate in the carve-up of the country proposed by international negotiators and give up trying to change things on the battlefield’.141

Having spun their way out of taking sides against the aggressor, the British government felt free to pressure the victims into a punitive ‘negotiated’ settlement. Their trump card, or so they thought, was the policy of non-intervention itself. Already in July 1992, Douglas Hurd had told Bosnian leaders on a visit to Sarajevo not to expect western military intervention and to work towards an agreement instead.142 He repeated this injunction a year later, when he told an embattled President Izetbegovic, ‘Do not suppose that there will be military intervention in your favour.’143 Even when Britain seemed to tilt against the Bosnian Serbs with the threat of air strikes in February 1994, Douglas Hurd was at pains to stress that the ultimatum was ‘addressed to all parties, not to one party alone… We do not and will not pretend that by armed force we can impose a settlement. Those in any of the warring parties who wish to draw outside governments and armed forces into the conflict to resolve it will find themselves disappointed.’144 A year later Malcolm Rifkind warned that ‘One of the greatest mistakes of the past three years has been for the United Nations, NATO and individual governments to use a rhetoric that implies a capability that has never been provided. It does no good service to the people of Bosnia-Herzegovina to create expectations that cannot be delivered.’145

But it was Douglas Hogg who rammed this message home time and again, often with rather more gusto than seemed appropriate. In August 1992 he boasted to the journalists at Sarajevo airport of how he had explained ‘very clearly’ to President Izetbegovic ‘that there was no cavalry coming over the hill. There is no international force coming to stop this.’146 A year later Hogg told the House of Commons that since nobody had any intention of sending combat troops to Bosnia, ‘people must not encourage the Bosnian Muslims to suppose something different’.147 A month afterwards he wrote that ‘If an acceptable peace settlement can be achieved, that surely must be better for the Bosnian people than prolonged war. They must not continue to hold out in the vain hope of Western military intervention on their side.’148 And in the following year, Hogg argued in the Journal of the Royal United Services Institute that the Bosnian government ‘have to recognise defeat when it stares them in the face, that land has been seized by force, and that there has to be a degree of acceptance of that fact… The other thing that they must accept is that the military option has to be abandoned.’ This, he said, however ‘unpalatable even for us to proclaim’ and for the Bosnians ‘to accept’, was a ‘major objective’ of British policy.149 Senior Bosnian officials who dealt with Hogg on his visit to Sarajevo and subsequently, still recall the uniquely dispiriting effect he had on them.

The other lever available to the British government was the threat of withdrawal and the termination of humanitarian aid. This notion first surfaced in the summer of 1993, and reflected exasperation at the failure of the Bosnian government to agree to a territorial carve-up. ‘If the UN effort collapsed,’ Douglas Hurd warned in July 1993, ‘if it was simply not possible to go on keeping people alive, if our forces and other forces were withdrawn, if all negotiations came to an end, then it might be a situation in which the friends of each side said: “Here’s the kit. Fight it out”.’150 ‘If the present political vacuum and lack of cooperation persists,’ Hurd repeated in November 1993, ‘the parties cannot expect the humanitarian commitment, which many of us undertake, to continue indefinitely. It is unrealistic to suppose that this effort can be expected to go on for ever and ever and ever when it is not receiving local co-operation and there is no progress towards a political settlement.’151 This warning was echoed by Douglas Hogg in a transparent attempt to force the Bosnian government to accept the Owen-Stoltenberg partition plan, the only international plan that year amenable to the Bosnian Serbs,152 and indeed throughout much of 1994.153 Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown hit the nail on the head when he commented that he ‘never thought to hear a British Foreign Minister use humanitarian aid to blackmail the victim of aggression into capitulation’.154

The bizarre thing about this was that the victim had capitulated. In the spring of 1993, the Bosnians agreed – albeit reluctantly – to the Vance–Owen plan, even though it left the Serbs in clear control of much of the land they had seized. Just over a year later, equally reluctantly, they accepted the Contact Group peace plan, which guaranteed the Serbs almost 50 per cent of Bosnia with 30 per cent of the population. The Bosnians, in short, had done exactly what Douglas Hurd and Douglas Hogg had wanted them to do, which was to swallow the fact that the Bosnian Serbs would withdraw only from around 20 per cent of their ill-gotten territory,155 rather than disgorge the lot, as ‘unrealistic’ critics demanded. What British government policy therefore amounted to in practice was maintaining the arms embargo and stalling international intervention for as long as was necessary to depress Bosnian government expectations to the point that the Serbs might actually fulfil them.

An integral part of this strategy was the systematic delegitimization of the internationally recognized Bosnian presidency in Sarajevo. The most effective way of doing this was by routinely referring to a government which included many Catholic Croats and Orthodox Serbs, as ‘the Muslims’, and therefore by implication merely another ethnic ‘faction’. Thus, when the Bosnians accepted Vance and Owen’s map in the New York negotiations, John Major told the House of Commons in March 1993 that he very much welcomed ‘the Muslim agreement to a document on the cessation of hostilities’.156 Similarly, at a meeting of the United Nations Security Council in June 1993, the British representative, Sir David Hannay, opposed the lifting of the arms embargo as ‘a solution of despair [which] would in practice fail to help the people it is designed to assist, the Bosnian Muslims’.157 A week later, Douglas Hogg referred in a debate to discussions ‘on the lifting of the arms embargo for the Bosnian Muslims’.158 And in March 1994, Douglas Hurd spoke of American ‘efforts, which I support, to reach agreement among the Croats, the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian Muslims’.159

This rhetorical sleight of hand did not go unremarked upon. Patrick Cormack, for example, challenged the Foreign Secretary to ‘accept that Bosnia still has a government in which Croats, Serbs and Muslims serve together. Will he admit that the British government recognise that as the legitimate government of Bosnia? In that context, is it not unfair to treat it merely as a warring faction?’ Douglas Hurd’s response was revealing: ‘We regard the Bosnian government as one of the parties that need to reach a negotiated settlement. We believe that the Serbs are mainly responsible for the fighting, but the Croats joined in later and are also to blame. All three sides have committed atrocities.’160 The Bosnian war thus became a strange beast: a perpetratorless crime, in which all were victims and all more or less equally guilty.

Of course, the longer Bosnia was left to its fate, the more radical and self-consciously Islamic the Muslim population became. Abandoned by the west, and persecuted for their religion, many Bosnians turned to Islam for solace, and to Islamic countries for the practical military assistance denied to them by the arms embargo. Muslim refugees, many from conservative rural backgrounds, most of them traumatized and radicalized by their experiences at the hands of Serb, and later Croat, paramilitaries flooded into the cosmopolitan multi-ethnic centres. Islamic states, themselves under strong domestic pressure, became vociferous defenders of the Bosnian cause at the UN and in the Organisation of the Islamic Conference.161 In time, press stories of Afghan Mujahedeen fighters, veiled women and the prohibition of alcohol proliferated.162 Culturally and confessionally, the Bosnians made unconvincing Muslims, but it is certainly true that the Bosnian state and the Bosnian army, which had a strong multi-ethnic component, did indeed become largely ‘Muslim’ in the political sense by the end of the war.

If British policy helped to erode the multi-ethnic complexion of the Sarajevo government, it also inadvertently encouraged the ‘factionalization’ of the political landscape. Once it became clear that no western military intervention would materialize, the Bosnian Croats felt emboldened to embark on their own separatist project. Indeed, they were almost forced to do so by the influx of Muslim victims of unchecked Serb aggression in north-western and eastern Bosnia into mixed areas of central Bosnia and western Herzegovina. Not only had aggression been seen to pay, but failure to bail out of the disintegrating Bosnian state would leave the Croats to share a shrinking rump with a growing and ever more radicalized Muslim majority. The latent tension between Croats and the Sarajevo government was finally ignited by the Vance–Owen plan in the spring of 1993. Now, as the journalist Alec Russell wrote, ‘With the Croats of Herzegovina killing and cleansing away, the argument of the Foreign Office was becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Bosnia had at last become a place where village fought village – but only because we had sat on the sidelines while the anarchy gathered pace.’163

The collapse of the Croat–Bosnian government alliance – which seemed to postpone a negotiated solution indefinitely – was not welcomed by British statesmen. But in rhetorical terms, it could only buttress obfuscatory government arguments about ‘faction’ and ‘complexity’; and the unexpected successes of the embattled ‘Muslim’ forces in central Bosnia, which were inevitably attended by atrocities, provided grist to that mill. Here the government was helped by the fact that because British forces on the ground were stationed in the middle of the Croat–Bosnian government faultline, the Serbs began to recede in public consciousness. Thus, Douglas Hogg warded off demands for action against the Serbs in August 1993 by pointing out that ‘the main obstacle to the aid convoys… is not the Serbs, but the fighting between the Croats and Muslims in central Bosnia’.164 When British troops perished in the crossfire, this only strengthened the argument. ‘We should remember,’ Malcolm Rifkind told parliament, ‘that the Serbs in Bosnia are not uniquely guilty, although they bear the main responsibility for current events in Bosnia. The other parties too have committed crimes. Indeed, the British soldier who was killed in January while escorting a convoy of sick and wounded did not fall to a Serbian bullet.’165

Likewise, Baroness Chalker observed that ‘this is a very complicated civil war. On my own visits there I found Croats fighting Moslems, Moslems fighting Serbs, Croats and Serbs fighting within Bosnia, and battles being played out even within those groups.’166 Douglas Hurd was able to use parliamentary interventions to blur the necessary distinctions. When challenged to acknowledge that British forces ‘went in because of Serbian aggression, yet the young soldier who was killed the other day died not from Serbian bullets but from bullets fired between Muslim and Croatian forces’, the Foreign Secretary merely responded that ‘it is often extremely difficult, particularly in Sarajevo, to establish who is firing and for what reason’.167 Three months later he was told by Michael Ancram that the ‘situation in Bosnia is anything but simple and, although Serbs are committing appalling atrocities against Muslims, at the same time Muslims and Croats are committing appalling atrocities against each other, sometimes under the noses of the British forces’. Douglas Hurd replied that ‘My hon. Friend has the balance quite right. We must take account of events where the cameras are not. The heaviest fighting of the past day or so has been between Muslims and Croats.’168

A parallel but related strand of government policy was the attempt to ‘humanitarianize’ rhetoric and policy. Since all ‘sides’, ‘parties’, or ‘factions’ were more or less equally to blame, the only true victims could be the suffering population. Any sort of action on behalf of the Bosnian government risked ‘jeopardizing the humanitarian aid effort’: in this way, a palliative and substitutive measure became a stated objective of British policy. This was repeatedly justified with reference to ‘expert’ advice and the pleas of the ‘men on the ground’. Yet the humanitarian effort left the fundamental military-political problem and inequality unresolved. This was strikingly illustrated by the journalist Alec Russell, who visited the embattled Bosnian government enclave of Gorazde in the late summer of 1992 and describes being ‘haunted by the closing words of the town’s commander: “Send a message to your governments, Thank them for their food and medicines. Tell them that at least we will die with full stomachs”.’169 Ironically, aid workers were relatively rarely killed or taken hostage, while the troops sent to protect often were.

Of course, when the UN commanders on the ground called for military intervention, British statesmen did not rush forward to endorse them. ‘There is no ceasefire,’ the UN commander General Abdulrazek complained in December 1992. ‘We are not making any progress. This situation is deteriorating… All our efforts here to save lives and restore utilities [have] failed.’170 He demanded a deadline against the Bosnian Serbs to be accompanied by the threat of force. ‘It is now no longer possible,’ the Guardian observed of military action, ‘to argue complacently that all those “on the spot” are against it.’171 Nothing happened. Nor was there any movement when the French UN commander, General Cot, called for air strikes in early 1994, and was promptly sacked by the Secretary General.

Moreover, it was the aid agencies themselves which were the most resistant to the ‘humanitarianization’ of the problem, and clearest about its politico-military causes. Thus Alain Destexhe, the Secretary General of Médecins sans Frontières, observed in December 1992 that ‘Europe’s foremost political concern, mainly to hide its political inaction behind humanitarian action in the field, now amounts to no more than a shameful farce as civilian recipients of aid are left unprotected against attacks… The situation has reached a point of such absurdity that it is no longer the UN which dissuades the aggressor, but rather the aggressor who intimidates governments that have [sent] troops to the war-torn country… UN troops and humanitarian organisations… are being made the alibi for the lack of political action by European governments.’172 He expanded on this theme in his book Yugoslavia la politique de la bande velpeau, in 1993. ‘Humanitarianism,’ he wrote, ‘has served as an alibi for political impotence. It has never been further removed from what it asserts itself to be: a significant gesture of fraternity and hope. When the accounts are drawn up, when we finally know Bosnia’s fate, humanitarianism will find itself in the dock with the accused… a companion to the territorial conquest and ethnic cleansing, even, to a certain extent, making them possible.’173 Similarly, in August 1993 Oxfam called for ‘firm political and military measures’ in Bosnia, even at the risk of temporarily halting humanitarian aid. Its eastern Europe coordinator, Tony Vaux, stressed that the need for aid in Bosnia was much lower than in Africa: ‘we are dealing with a war and stopping the war is the overwhelming priority – getting aid through is secondary’.174 In July 1995, David Grubb, the executive director of Feed the Children, demanded that ‘Peacekeeping in Bosnia needs to change from “observing” and “monitoring” to actually “defending”.’175 And it was no less than the head of Central Bosnian Operations of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), Larry Hollingsworth, who demanded tougher military action.176 As Calum MacDonald reminded the House of Commons in July 1993, Hollingsworth ‘has said that force should be used to try to deliver… aid. It is not just the armchair theorists who are saying that; it is also being said by the people on the ground.’177

The most striking example of the ‘humanitarianization’ of the war was the case of little Irma Hadzimuratovic. Fragments from the Serb shell which had killed her mother smashed into Irma’s spine and sent her into a life-threatening coma. There was nothing special about her case: countless children of her age group had suffered similar wounds over the past year. But thanks to the efforts of the BBC and the tabloid press, Irma’s fate briefly became a national preoccupation in Britain. After swift intervention by the Prime Minister, the young girl was flown out with maximum publicity, at vast and disproportionate expense. The aid agencies ‘on the ground’, who knew the British government’s lamentable record on the evacuation of injured adults, were understandably contemptuous. Sylvana Foa, the UNHCR spokeswoman, pointed out that Sarajevo was no supermarket for patients: ‘Does that mean Britain wants only children? Maybe you want only blond and blue-eyed children, maybe only children under six, only orphans?’178 All of this would have been excusable if it had been part of a consciousness-raising exercise to herald politico-military action to lift the siege of Sarajevo. But, of course, ‘Operation Irma’ was not an overture to such action, but, as ever, a substitute. The British government had indulged in precisely the kind of grandstanding gesture which it affected to despise.

Irma died quietly in her sleep in 1995, with no end to the siege of Sarajevo in sight.179 Thousands of children had been killed and maimed since then. Her death made few headlines.

The flurry of activity on the Irma front was in marked contrast to Britain’s highly restrictive policy towards refugees. Before the war, Yugoslav nationals did not need a visa to travel to Britain. In late July 1992, the Home Secretary, Kenneth Clarke, boasted that Britain had ‘no visa requirement for nationals of former Yugoslavia and we have no plans to impose one’. Less than four months later, such a requirement was imposed. By that time, the four countries adjoining the theatre of conflict, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Hungary, had welcomed 413,000 refugees; Britain a modest 4,500.180 Visa applications from former detainees who could automatically claim the status of political victims were routinely turned down. In purely formal terms, of course, the Home Office was entirely within its rights. By the book, refugees were supposed to apply for visas in the country from which they were trying to flee: in the absence of a British embassy in Bosnia, travel to Vienna, Zagreb and even Belgrade (!) was recommended. At the same time, the Home Office insisted that refugees must apply for asylum in the first ‘safe’ country reached. In this way, the Home Office could claim with a straight face that virtually no ‘legitimate’ applications found their way through to Britain. But this bureaucratic sophistry took no account of the broader political responsibility which Britain faced in coming to terms with a major crisis in Europe.

A variety of rhetorical strategies was developed to cover British policy on refugees. ‘Evacuation,’ Douglas Hurd argued in September 1992, ‘is often more harmful than helpful, especially to children. The trauma of being separated from the family is often greater than the trauma of remaining with the family in an area affected by conflict.’181 Moreover, evacuation ‘would be helping the aggressors, whose aim is ethnic cleansing; you do the job for them; you legitimise an infamous policy’. Besides, ‘If all Yugoslavs are to be evacuated, then why not victims from all other war zones… Why Yugoslavs and not Somalis or Afghans or Mozambicans?’ ‘Moreover,’ Hurd continued, ‘the civilians have an effect on combatants; their interests put pressure on warring parties to treat for peace. Our aim is not for all civilians to leave in order to create a free fire zone for the military.’ Since he could hardly imagine that the plight of refugees would soften the hard hearts of the ethnic cleansers, this curious passage unwittingly suggests that Douglas Hurd saw the humanitarian misery in Bosnia as yet another pressure point on the Sarajevo government which he had no intention of relieving.182 At the very least, it is a sloppy and meaningless argument.

There was in fact some sense in official circles that the best solution was precisely to recognize the results of ethnic cleansing and ratify them with comprehensive population exchanges. This emerges very clearly from a letter written in June 1993 by Richard Wilkinson of the Foreign Office’s Policy Planning Staff to the pro-Serb activist Nora Beloff: ‘You know of course that planners are not always representative of the thinking of their governments and that their influence is at best patchy… The trouble is that we are in the position of the traveller who was told by the Irishman that if he wanted to reach his intended destination then he should not be starting from where he was. We should never have accepted the dismemberment of Yugoslavia without first having settled the problem of minorities and frontiers, and probably not before having put in hand a humane programme of population exchange. The recognition of Bosnia, and indeed the incitement to them to proclaim their independence, was the ultimate act of thoughtlessness. We are now having to try to salvage what we can.’183 These remarkable words were penned just after the Bosnian Serbs rejected the Vance–Owen plan. In this context, the phrase ‘salvage what we can’ glosses a largely one-sided movement of population which was neither humane nor an exchange.

In order to dash Bosnian hopes – and to stave off demands for further action – British politicians and diplomats systematically exaggerated the military hazards of intervention. ‘The difficulty with all the military options,’ Douglas Hurd argued in September 1992, ‘is that in such terrain, with the intermingling of military personnel and of civilians and of Serbs, Bosnians and Croats, it is hard to work out a practical scheme which would not merely add to the number killed without ending the fighting.’184 He regularly denied that there was any compromise between massive intervention by ground forces, which was out of the question and advocated by no one, and complete military inaction. ‘Once we cut away… rhetorical pretension,’ he remarked in July 1993, ‘we are left with a whole range of middle paths. Even some of these middle paths have been puffed up by excess expectation. Those who know that comprehensive military intervention is not practicable pretend that lesser measures will guarantee the same result. It is a cruel pretence.’185 Cruel, so the argument went, because it merely put off the evil day when the Bosnians would have to see sense and agree to the truncation of their country. ‘If one comes, however reluctantly, to the judgment that there is not a military solution to the problem we face,’ Malcolm Rifkind argued in April 1993 at the height of the first Srebrenica crisis, ‘it will not do any service either to the victims of aggression or to the wider moral and ethical issues to take action which one believes is foredoomed to failure.’186

This systematic shrinking of the practical military options available was deployed to great effect against domestic critics. In April 1993, Malcolm Rifkind dismissed the Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown, in mocking terms: ‘He is trying to persuade the House of the crucial importance for moral reasons, the peace of the world and the future of Europe of bringing the war in Bosnia to an end. Why is he prepared to call for what is by any definition only partial measures to bring that about? If he believes in the arguments that he is advancing, why is he not using his authority to call for the total deployment of massive ground forces, including British forces, in Bosnia? If he believes in his own rhetoric, why does he seek to draw back from that position?’187 Almost exactly a year later – during the Gorazde crisis of April 1994 – Rifkind attempted to see off the Labour MP David Winnick as follows: ‘I notice that the hon. Gentleman has been careful to avoid saying what his especial remedy would be for resolving that predicament. Unless he is calling for many thousands of British and other soldiers to be sent in a combat role to Bosnia, frankly, his words are no more than the words of a windbag.’188 Rifkind’s own estimate of the force needed was very large: ‘To bring this war to an end militarily would require the commitment of hundreds of thousands of men, equipment and armaments, at enormous risk.’189 Similarly, Douglas Hogg, the Foreign Office Minister, told the House of Commons in May 1993 that ‘Unless we – all nations – are prepared to deploy ground troops in a combat role, perhaps we should not embark on too much bluster.’190 But such a commitment, he warned, would be very costly, and here he went well beyond Rifkind’s most dire predictions. ‘When one is considering the cost in terms of human lives of trying to make peace by force,’ he claimed, ‘one must come to the conclusion that it would take about half a million men.’191 Not a half a million strong ground force, not half a million casualties, but half a million dead, apparently.

What was striking about the intervention debate was the uncharacteristic discourtesy expressed by some government figures during the exchanges. It was not unusual for the Defence Secretary, one of the more abrasive performers in the House, to dismiss David Winnick as a ‘windbag’. But it was certainly not in character for the Prime Minister to accuse the Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown, of being ‘heroic with other people’s lives’ and ‘talk[ing] glibly about bombing from the air’.192 Two years later, evidently goaded beyond endurance by Ashdown’s critique of his Bosnia policy, Major accused him of having ‘done nothing but grandstand on this issue from the commencement of the matter. If he really understood a little more about it, he might say a little less about it.’193

Serious military and political alternatives – of which more later – were dismissed as little more than juvenile war games and armchair speculations. ‘It is very easy’, Baroness Chalker told the House of Lords in December 1994, ‘to be an armchair critic of this highly complicated situation… There are far too many armchair critics in this country who think that they know best.’194 Later John Major was to fulminate in his memoirs about the ‘abuse from politicians and others who wished to grandstand from the safety of their armchairs’.195 The result was a preposterously high estimate of the force levels required to reverse ethnic cleansing and the numbers of casualties that were likely to result, coupled with a markedly dismissive view of the capabilities of the Croat and Bosnian armies. Curiously, none of the military experts publicly broke ranks with this assessment, even though it helped to justify cuts in defence expenditure. At every stage, in fact, the case for a limited military intervention on behalf of the Bosnian government was denied, ignored and suppressed by Douglas Hurd, Malcolm Rifkind, Douglas Hogg, and a whole host of other British politicians, diplomats and experts.

At the diplomatic level, the government tried to hide behind the alleged limitations of the United Nations mandate. ‘I do not believe,’ Douglas Hogg told parliament in November 1991, ‘that at present the Security Council would authorise the use of force.’196 ‘My Lords,’ Baroness Chalker claimed in December 1994, ‘the mandate does not entitle UNPROFOR or NATO to use force to stop one party against another. The mandate is absolutely clear.’197 The mandate was indeed clear. UN resolution 770 of 13 August 1992, passed under Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter as an ‘enforcement’ mandate, had authorized the use of ‘all measures necessary’ to ensure the safe passage of humanitarian aid. This was significant because, in all previous peacekeeping operations, as the international lawyers Paul Williams and Michael Scharf have pointed out, the UN had ‘not chosen to base… the mandate on any particular Charter provisions, let alone on chapter VII’.198 The phrasing of the resolution was intended to remind the Serbs of the famous resolution of 1990 by which the UN sanctioned ‘all necessary means’ to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait.199 Moreover, the Bosnian resolution called on ‘states to take [the necessary action] nationally or through regional agencies’, stipulating only that such actions be coordinated with the Secretary General.200 At this stage, of course, there were no British forces yet on the ground. There is no doubt that the resolution would have covered a more robust intervention by Britain or a British-led ‘coalition of the willing’ to open access routes to Srebrenica and Gorazde, or to lift the siege of Sarajevo. Yet if one looks at the Foreign Office briefing paper of November 1992 on ‘Former Yugoslavia: the UN mandate’, references to Chapter VII are nowhere to be found, and for good reason; the briefing also contrived to make no specific mention of resolution 770 on the passage of humanitarian aid.201

The UN mandate further expressly authorized – in resolution 836 of 4 June 1993, passed under Chapter VII – the use of force to ‘deter attacks on the safe areas’ and to ‘promote the withdrawal of military or paramilitary units other than those of the government of Bosnia and Herzegovina [my italics]’. It also ‘Decides that… member states, acting nationally or through regional organisations or arrangements, may take, under the authority of the Security Council and subject to close coordination with the Secretary General and UNPROFOR, all necessary measures, through the use of air power, in and around the safe areas… to support UNPROFOR’ in deterring attacks.202 There was thus no need to seek additional Security Council approval to enforce the Nato ultimatum in February 1994, which threatened the Serbs with massive air strikes if they failed to withdraw their heavy weapons. ‘United Nations Security Council resolution 836,’ as John Major told parliament, ‘authorises the use of air power in support of UNPROFOR in and around the safe areas in Bosnia-Herzegovina. There is no need for further decisions by the Security Council.’203 This was a view with which the UN Secretary General himself concurred.204 Indeed, Sir David Hannay, who served as British ambassador to the UN Security Council throughout the war, agreed that the mandate in Bosnia – which was substantially made up of resolutions passed under Chapter VII – was always open to an ‘enforcement’ interpretation.205 For when full-scale intervention finally did come about in the late summer of 1995, it went ahead without the passage of any qualitatively new Security Council resolutions specifically authorizing enforcement action. The root of the problem lay not with any lack of international legal authorization, but in a failure of political will.

Another stratagem hinged on alleged Russian objections. Thus in April 1993 Baroness Chalker told the House of Lords that ‘We have had more backing through resolutions in the United Nations in this matter than I believe even over the situation in Kuwait. But because of old alliances between the Serbs, Russians and others, it has been difficult to achieve intervention in what started out certainly as an internal war.’206 More decisive action, so the argument went, would offend the Russians and impale itself on their veto in the United Nations Security Council. Yet in reality pretended Russian objections were simply a shield for government policy. Russia used its Security Council veto on only one occasion when it blocked a resolution sponsored by Muslim countries in 1994 aimed at cutting off the supply of fuel to the Bosnian Serbs from Serbia.207 At no point did the Russians ever take on western policy on Bosnia at the United Nations directly. When it came to a vote on mandatory sanctions on Yugoslavia (resolution 757, 30 May 1992), only China and Zimbabwe abstained; on 13 August 1992, only India, China and Zimbabwe abstained from resolution 770 authorizing ‘all necessary measures’. As for the safe areas resolution, it was the Russian representative on the Security Council, Mr Vorontsov, who remarked that ‘Henceforth, any attempted military attacks, shooting and shelling of safe areas, any armed incursions into those areas, and any hindrance of delivery of humanitarian assistance will be stopped by United Nations forces using all necessary measures, including the use of armed force.’208

Last but not least, the government sought to hide behind ‘public opinion’. ‘I do not detect,’ John Major stated in August 1992, ‘any support in Parliament or in public opinion for operations which would tie down large numbers of British forces in difficult and dangerous terrain for a long period.’209 Likewise, Douglas Hogg told parliament in early 1993 that ‘We cannot use United Kingdom ground troops… in a combat role unless the country is solidly behind such a venture. The truth is that it is not, and there is not such an opinion in this House either.’ Any effort, he later elaborated, would have to be ‘underpinned by national will. I do not believe that that will exists in this case.’210

But, according to Annika Savill, the diplomatic correspondent of the Independent, this view was based on little more than intuition. ‘In mid-May 1992,’ she wrote, ‘a senior diplomat asked me – I thought this was taking market research on such grave matters a bit frivolously – whether I thought “public opinion would accept British soldiers being killed in a relatively obscure place like Yugoslavia”. By July of the same year, the same diplomat was able to say: “John Major is personally convinced that public support could not be sustained for sending troops to die in Bosnia”.’211 This has been confirmed by a very senior Foreign Office figure: ‘His worry was would he have political support in the country because there is nothing [more] serious than engaging in military activity without public support or support by your own party.’212 Douglas Hurd was to observe retrospectively that ‘Although public opinion could not force a government to undertake an enterprise against its better judgment, it can powerfully influence that judgment. On Bosnia no such influence was exerted.’213 What this plea overlooks is the obligation on government to show leadership and mould opinion, as it successfully had in the Gulf, and was later to do over Kosovo.

The government paid close attention to Foreign Office reports on public opinion, which were based on MPs’ questions, ministers’ post-bags, and leading articles in the national press. What they found in the first year of the war was that there was considerable public concern at events in Bosnia. At certain key points, such as the news of Serb detention camps, mass rapes and the first siege of Srebrenica in 1993, there was intense concern. But – in their judgement – it never developed into the kind of ‘cumulative concern’ which compelled the west to set up ‘safe havens’ for the Kurds in northern Iraq. Indeed, as the Independent on Sunday reported, the highest level of anger officials noted ‘was when Lance-Corporal Wayne Edwards was killed delivering humanitarian aid in Bosnia in January [1993]: anger not against his killers but against the British government for putting troops at risk’.214 Ironically, a government which was so critical of American and subsequent Labour obsession with ‘spin’ was itself deeply concerned to stay in tune with public opinion.

Yet public opinion was by no means as opposed to military intervention against the Bosnian Serbs as the government claimed. It is true that early polls suggested caution: a NOP poll in August 1992 found only 33 per cent of respondents supportive of the Bosnian government, with almost 60 per cent unwilling to back any side.215 Yet at the same time, there was widespread dissatisfaction with the government’s handling of the crisis: more than half of those asked were unhappy, a figure which compared badly with the 60 per cent satisfaction rating during the Gulf crisis. But as the war dragged on and the evidence of (primarily) Bosnian Serb atrocities mounted, public opinion became ever more concerned and militant. Indeed, recent research by Joseph Pearson of Cambridge University has shown that popular and press outrage over the camps and rapes in the late summer of 1992 led to a – temporary – consensus on the need for military intervention.216 This moment passed, because the government deliberately allowed it to. But as the conflict reached a new climax in the spring of the new year, popular opinion once again shifted towards intervention. By mid-1993, MORI polls were showing that, in Peter Riddell’s words, ‘government was lagging behind public opinion’.217 More than two-thirds of respondents now wanted the dispatch of British troops to ‘stop the fighting’. And in a NOP poll carried out during the Eastleigh by-election of February 1994, more than half of respondents supported air strikes against the Bosnian Serbs to lift the siege of Sarajevo, while nearly three-quarters agreed that such attacks should be carried out ‘even if it leads to Britain becoming involved in the Bosnian civil war’.218 And by the summer of 1995, as government policy was visibly disintegrating, MORI polls showed 65 per cent dissatisfaction with the government and 59 per cent supporting air strikes against the Bosnian Serbs.219

According to John Coles, the former head of the diplomatic service, Bosnia was ‘for weeks at a time the issue uppermost in the minds of ministers’.220 This is confirmed by the Minister for Overseas Development, Baroness Chalker. ‘I have probably spent more hours on the situation in Bosnia,’ she observed in April 1993, ‘than on any other single situation at this present time, and the same is true for every member of the government involved.’221 ‘Bosnia,’ Douglas Hurd recalled, ‘was my main concern during the second half of my period as Foreign Secretary… it actually consumed more intellectual and – let’s put it this way – ethical effort than any other subject running at the time.’222 Yet when he went to Sarajevo in mid-summer 1992, Hurd notoriously showed no desire either to meet its suffering inhabitants or to get to grips with the reality of the war. Instead of the planned trip to the hospital he went straight from his meeting with President Izetbegovic to UN headquarters and thence to the airport and home.223 It is certainly revealing that Douglas Hurd saw no need between July 1992 and January 1994 – not throughout the whole traumatic year of 1993 – to visit the country. There does not seem to have been any practical reason for this absence.224 Moreover, as Annika Savill claims, he ‘usually decline[d] television interviews requested on the subject of Bosnia alone: the way to get him [was] to choose another topic and tack on a few Bosnian questions at the end.’225 At the same time, Hurd kept his meetings with members of the Bosnian government to a bare minimum. He did everything possible to reduce public awareness and debate.

Imagine, therefore, his irritation with the continued topicality of Bosnia as the Bosnian Serbs – and increasingly the Bosnian Croats, too – intensified their policy of ethnic cleansing. But rather than turn on the perpetrators, Hurd’s fury was reserved for the messengers of the media and his critics. In March 1993, the Foreign Secretary drew attention – in general terms, without mentioning Bosnia – to the ‘tension between achievers and critics’ in society. ‘There are signs,’ he added, ‘that we do not at the moment in Britain have the balance right.’226 Five months later, at a famous speech given in the Travellers’ Club, Douglas Hurd became more specific. He attacked ‘most of those who report for the BBC, The Times, the Independent, the Guardian, [who] have all been in different ways enthusiasts for pushing military intervention in Bosnia. They are founder members of the “something must be done” school.’227 He criticized the ‘selectivity’ of the ‘media searchlight’: ‘Bosnia has been selected by Europeans from among the world’s tragedies for television coverage. This is natural for it is a European tragedy – so long as we realise that several other, bloodier tragedies are being played elsewhere in the world without an audience… For every incident in the tragedy there are at least two explanations. But of mangled limbs, hideous deprivation, ruined lives, there is no doubt.’ ‘The light shone by the media,’ the Foreign Secretary later observed, ‘is not the regular sweep of the lighthouse, but a random searchlight directed at the whim of its controllers.’228 This clever blend of relativism and one-worldism was echoed by Archie Hamilton, an erstwhile armed forces minister. He accused the media of having provided saturation coverage of Bosnia, while ignoring equally terrible situations in other parts of the world, such as Angola. Indeed, Hamilton claimed, media coverage had prolonged the war by obstructing a diplomatic endgame based on a local solution.229

In reality, much BBC news coverage was remote from the ‘something must be done’ caricature painted by Douglas Hurd and other government critics. Far from being a fully paid-up supporter of the Bosnians in their quest for international intervention, the Corporation often unconsciously or uncritically absorbed Whitehall rhetoric and became easy prey to FCO and MoD briefings. The most obvious and insidious sign of this was the persistent reference to ‘all three warring sides’ or the ‘three warring factions’, thus equating the internationally recognized authorities in Sarajevo with Serb and Croat rebels. The Bosnian government forces, which in some theatres included substantial Catholic Croat and Orthodox Serb contingents, were routinely – and not quite accurately – described by the BBC as ‘the Muslims’ or ‘Muslim forces’. In time, this elision became second nature: when an ethnic Croat – who had been clearly identified as such prior to the programme – appeared on Newsnight as a spokesman for the Bosnian government, he was described on air by the presenter Kirsty Wark as a ‘Muslim’. Subsequent protests elicited the response that viewers believed the terms ‘Muslim’ and ‘Bosnian’ so synonymous that departure from this rule would only confuse them.230 Moreover, in the attempt to provide ‘balance’, the BBC gave exaggerated exposure to the Serb viewpoint. As Lee Bryant, the press officer at the Bosnian embassy for much of the war, remarked in August 1995, it was almost impossible to get Newsnight to interview his ambassador. ‘Many editors and journalists at the BBC,’ he said, ‘get bored of hearing the Bosnian case because it is so simple. So they’ll take Serbs every time because they’ve always got something extreme to say and it’s good television.’

Even more egregious was the way in which straightforward news reports on the World Service were ‘spun’ by officials in Whitehall. As Vladimir Lojen, an employee of the BBC Croatian Service throughout most of the war, observed, ‘The sad fact is: Ministry of Defence and Foreign Office Briefings have been seeping in an undiluted form into the World Service programmes.’231 This was reflected in the tendency to conceal the extent of Bosnian Serb atrocities and suggest a moral equivalence between the ‘warring sides’. Thus in March 1993, the UN stated that the aircraft which had bombed the enclave of Srebrenica had not been formally identified but were seen flying off in the direction of Serbia. In the BBC broadcast this was rendered as: ‘British sources say checks are being made to determine where the planes had come from.’ In June 1995, three years into the siege of the Bosnian capital, one news bulletin reported that ‘Targeting of residential districts of Sarajevo with mortars and rockets, apparently fired from Bosnian Serb positions, is a relatively new development.’ In August 1995, an American official was quoted by dispatches and agencies as saying that although both Bosnian government forces and Croats were responsible for isolated outrages, ‘The vast majority of ethnic cleansing since 1992 can be attributed to the Bosnian Serbs.’ In the subsequent World Service news broadcast this was rendered as ‘An American official said that Croatian and Muslim forces had also carried out atrocities’ without any mention of the original distinction on which the thrust of the original story rested. As Lojen observes, ‘The effort to obscure the obvious, question the indisputable and balance the unbalanceable, [was] one of the cornerstones’ of World Service coverage throughout the war. As such, it had become a mere extension of a British policy designed to blur the distinction between aggressor and victim and to keep demands for international military intervention at bay.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_006.jpg
JULY 1994: Contact Group plan and front lines

Banja Luka
L]

Front line

Territory Serbs have to cede
Territory under Serb control
Territory Serbs gain

Sarajevo under UN control 0 50
[ T T SO R
Kilometres

7m0l ) —-

Territory under Muslim-Croat control






UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_007.jpg
The Dayton peace accord

Serb area






UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_008.jpg
9. AUSTRIA
2,

HUNGARY

ITALY

Ljubljana s

Slovenia - Zagreb
.

Croatia

NN
Karlovac

~__aSisak
N Pakrac

Ry

Z:
‘e

. Biha¢ Bania.Luka
Bosnia-Herze

oDrvar .

ajce .
Jai Zenica®

Yugoslavia 1945-1991 ~






UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_009.jpg
o~
Z

ROMANIA

Serbm

Uzice
‘T\ -

Pristinam

ube
(pam2=—

BULGARIA

Kosovo

= Skopje

ALBANIA

Macedonia

GREECE







UnfinestHour/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_001.jpg





UnfinestHour/images/9780140289831_UnfinestHour_IMG_003.jpg
MARCH 1992: Ceasefire in Croatia and Bosnia on the threshold of war
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SPRING 1993: Vance-Owen peace plan
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SEPTEMBER 1993:
Serbo-Croat plan for the partition of Bosnia
mediated by Owen and Stoltenberg
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