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1. Introduction: Confronting global trouble 

 

 

Nothing could be more irresponsible than the immodest self-certainty of one who rests 

content in the good sense of a responsibility properly assumed. 

(Thomas Keenan, 1997) 1 

 

In July 1995, the Dutchbat soldiers of the UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica left the enclave 

after Serb forces had conquered it and massacred thousands of its former inhabitants. Four 

years later, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan concluded in a report that although “the 

primary and most direct responsibility” lies with “the architects and implementers of the 

attempted genocide in Bosnia” there were others to blame as well: 

 
The international community as a whole must accept its share of responsibility for 
allowing this tragic course of events by its prolonged refusal to use force in the early 
stages of the war. This responsibility is shared by the Security Council, the Contact 
Group and other Governments which contributed to the delay in the use of force, as well 
as by the United Nations Secretariat and the mission in the field. … Through error, 
misjudgement and an inability to recognize the scope of the evil confronting us, we 
failed to do our part to help save the people of Srebrenica from the Serb campaign of 
mass murder. … Srebrenica crystallized a truth understood only too late by the United 
Nations and the world at large: that Bosnia was as much a moral cause as a military 
conflict. The tragedy of Srebrenica will haunt our history forever.2 
 

In the report Annan encouraged the Member States “to engage in a process of reflection and 

analysis, focused on the key challenges the narrative [on Srebrenica] uncovers.”3  

 The Dutch government, whose soldiers were stationed in Srebrenica when Serb forces 

overran the UN enclave in 1995, initiated several investigations and a parliamentary inquiry 

in order to account for what happened. The most extensive investigation was commissioned 

by the Dutch government in 1996. It was set up as a historical research project conducted by 

                                                 

1 Thomas Keenan, Fables of Responsibility: Aberrations and Predicaments in Ethics and Politics, 1997, p. 176.  
2 UN, Srebrenica Report: Report of the Secretary-General Pursuant to General Assembly Resolution 53/35 

(1998), United Nations, 15 November 1999, p. 111 
3 Ibid. 
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the Netherlands Institute of War documentation (NIOD). Six years later, on 10 April 2002, the 

research team published its report.4 The report comprises nearly four thousand pages and four 

supplementary studies. It was presented as an analytical explanatory report without political 

judgements. According to the report, the political judgements should later be formulated in 

the public and political arena.5 Six days after the presentation of the NIOD report, and seven 

years after the fall of Srebrenica, the Dutch cabinet resigned. However, the explanation of the 

resignation was ambivalent in terms of an acknowledgment of responsibility: Prime Minister 

Kok stated in his resignation speech that the resignation was meant to make “visible” a 

“political co-responsibility for the situation” in which Srebrenica could happen, but he also 

emphasised that it did not imply a Dutch responsibility for the “horrible murder of thousands 

of Bosnian Muslims in 1995.”6  

  Three months later in July 2002, the Dutch government commissioned a 

parliamentary inquiry which aimed to provide the Parliament with information that would 

“fill the gaps” of the NIOD report and another earlier Dutch investigation on the problems of 

military missions.7 The findings were meant to enable the Parliament to make “a final 

political judgement on the performance of the Parliament, the Dutch government and the 

civilian/military personnel in charge, before, during and after the events in Srebrenica.”8 

During the hearings, former Minister of Defence Joris Voorhoeve stated that it “was a 

peacekeeping mission that has tragically failed. One can only conclude that it ultimately was a 

tragic and horrible failure, in spite of all efforts by the Netherlands to move others to hold 

                                                 

4 Hans Blom and Peter Romijn (eds.) et al., Srebrenica een 'veilig' gebied: Reconstructie, achtergronden, 

gevolgen en analyses van de val van een Safe Area, 2002, p. 31. Available at http://www.srebrenica.nl. The 

English version of this NIOD report is also available at www.srebrenica.nl:  Hans Blom and Peter Romijn (eds.) 

et al., Srebrenica a 'Safe Area'. Reconstruction, Background, Consequences and Analysis of the Fall of a Safe 

Area., 2002 
5 Hans Blom and Peter Romijn (eds.) et al., Srebrenica een 'veilig' gebied: Reconstructie, achtergronden, 

gevolgen en analyses van de val van een Safe Area, Proloog p. 31. (Prologue not available in English version of 

the report.) 
6 Wim Kok, "Integrale tekst van de verklaring van premier Kok", De Volkskrant, 16 April 2002.  
7 Parlementaire Enquêtecommissie Srebrenica, Missie zonder vrede: Eindrapport Parlementaire enquête 

commissie, 27 January 2003, p. 15. http://www.tweedekamer.nl/applicaties/enquete_srebrenica/index.jsp  Both 

the parliamentary inquriy and the other earlier investigation (Tijdelijke Commissie Besluitvorming Uitzending, 

2000) were led by Bert Bakker a member of Parliament for the liberal political party D’66. 
8 Ibid. (My translation) 
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things in place”9 The former Minister of Foreign Affairs Hans van Mierlo refused to qualify 

the mission as a failure and doubted whether the Dutch could have saved a human live, whilst 

on the other hand he did acknowledge that “we absolutely have fallen short of reaching our 

goals.”10 The parliamentary committee concluded from its findings that the Dutch cabinet had 

rightfully resigned, because of its “political responsibility for the failing of the national and 

international politics in Srebrenica” at the time. Nonetheless, in line with the Prime Minister 

Kok’s resignation speech, the committee refused to speak of “guilt” and the need to apologise 

to the survivors of Srebrenica.11 In its conclusions, the committee also praised the Dutchbat 

soldiers, because “the members of Dutchbat III had performed their tasks in good faith” in 

very difficult circumstances, and, although there were some points of critique, they could not 

be blamed for the failure of the mission.12 In June 2003, Parliament accepted the main results 

of the official inquiry, which meant that the question of Dutch responsibility for the events in 

Srebrenica was formally settled. 

Nonetheless, the results of the report and the political debate were not generally 

accepted as the final judgement on the Dutch role in Srebrenica. Journalists and non-

government organisations kept on drawing public attention to the question of international 

responsibility in relation to the failed peacekeeping mission.13 Moreover, the question of (co-) 

responsibility of the State of the Netherlands and the United Nations surfaced again in several 

lawsuits against the Dutch state. In 2004, the former UN translator Hasan Nuhanović who lost 

his family after the fall of the UN “Safe area” and the relatives of Rizo Mustafić, a Bosnian 

electrician who worked for Dutchbat and was killed after the fall of Srebrenica, started a case 

against the State of the Netherlands. In 2007, the organisation Mothers of Srebrenica, who are 

representing a group of 7930 survivors, accused the Dutch state of a co-responsibility for the 

                                                 

9 Ibid., p. 411 (My translation) 
10 Ibid., p. 413 
11 The chair of the committee, Bert Bakker, later explained that apologies would be an empty gesture without, for 

example, paying damages to the survivors. Theo Koelé, "'Falen rond Srebrenica is collectief'", De Volkskrant, 5 

June 2003.   
12 Parlementaire Enquêtecommissie Srebrenica, Missie zonder vrede: Eindrapport p. 454 
13 For example the Bosnian organisation Women of Srebrenica, the Dutch IKV-Pax Christi, Stari Most and The 

Netherlands-Srebrenica Working Group, the international organisation Srebrenica Justice International and the 

affiliated British Srebrenica Justice Campaign and French Soutien aux Survivants de la Vallee de Drina - 

Srebrenica, the St Louis based Committee of the Dispossessed from Srebrenica and Zepa (US) and the Swiss 

based organisation Podrina Srebrenica.    
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course of events in Srebrenica and filed a legal complaint against the Dutch state.14 The 

survivors ask the Dutch government and the UN to acknowledge this co-responsibility and for 

the payment of damages.15 Besides these cases, the public prosecution department decided in 

August 2010, to investigate a criminal complaint by Nuhanović and the relatives Mustafić. 

They have accused the former Dutchbat commander Thom Karremans, his deputy Rob 

Franken and second-in-command Berend Oosterveen of colluding in genocide by handing 

over their relatives to the Bosnian Serbs.16 Also, Dutchbat soldier Dave Maat went to court 

accusing the Dutch Ministry of Defence of being responsible for the Post Traumatic Stress 

Syndrome (PTSS) he developed as a result from the Srebrenica mission; furthermore he 

requested and the publication of documents that would reveal the coordinates of a mass grave 

on the former Dutchbat compound.17  

It is not very likely, though, that these legal actions will finally succeed in bringing 

closure to the question of responsibility either. In the lawsuit of the Mothers of Srebrenica 

against the Netherlands and the UN, the representatives of the Dutch state denied liability. In 

2008, a Dutch court ruled that the Dutch government was indeed not a party in these 

proceedings on the grounds that the mission was a UN mission and not a Dutch mission.18 

Likewise, the European Court of Human Rights in 2007, dismissed cases about injuries of 

civilians caused by states involved in the Kosovo intervention. The Court found that it was 

not competent to review the acts respondent states carried out on behalf of the UN as it saw 

the actions undertaken by the Member States as “directly attributable to the UN, an 

organisation of universal jurisdiction fulfilling its imperative collective security objective”.19 

Notwithstanding the growing impact of cosmopolitan thinking – in which human rights play 

                                                 

14 Van Diepen and Van der Kroef lawyers, "Writ of Summons  (for the Mothers of Srebrenica against the State 

of the Netherlands and the United Nations before the Court in The Hague, The Netherlands)," (2007).  
15 Ibid.  
16 NRC Handelsblad, "OM begint feitenonderzoek na aangifte nabestaanden Srebrenica," 19 August 2010.  
17 Sebastiaan Gottlieb, "Twaalf jaar na val Srebrenica: Rechtszaken tegen Nederland en de VN," 

[www.wereldomroep.nl/], Wereldomroep, 11 July 2007.  “Ex-Dutchbatter krijgt Defensie op de knieën,” 

Reformatorisch Dagblad, 21 June 2011 
18 Volkskrant, "Onbevredigend, maar begrijpelijk vonnis," 13 September 2008.  
19 This concerns the cases of Behrami and Behrami vs France, App. No. 71412/01and Saramati vs France, 

Germany and Norway, App. No. 78166/01, European court of Human Rights Grand Chamber, Decision on 

Admissiblity (31 May 2007), see Anne Orford, "The passions of protection: sovereign authority and 

humanitarian war,"  in Experiencing War, edited by Christine SylvesterRoutledge, 2011.  
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an important role -  state sovereignty is still an important corner stone in both legal and 

political reasoning. The lack of accountability for military UN missions is part of this 

problem. According to Orford, in legal reasoning on UN interventions the intervening states 

are seen as “agents of a broader universalism that transcends any particular political order.”20 

And indeed, in the Srebrenica case the UN has stated that the organisation was “protected” by 

the Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations which was adopted in 

1946. It says that the UN “shall enjoy immunity from every form of legal processes except 

insofar as in any particular case it has expressly waived its immunity."21 Dutch state lawyers 

have defended this UN position of immunity. Whether the UN can maintain this position is 

still part of the legal proceedings at the time of this writing. Nevertheless, on 5 July 2011, The 

Hague Appeals Court ruled that even though the Dutch soldiers were operating under a U.N 

mandate, they were under the "effective control" of top Dutch military and government 

officials in The Hague when they ordered hundreds of Muslim men and boys out of their 

compound. The ruling said that the three men were among the last to be expelled and by that 

time the Dutchbat peacekeepers already had seen Bosnian Serb troops abusing Muslim men 

and boys and should have known they faced the real threat of being killed. "Dutchbat should 

not have turned these men over to the Serbs," a summary of the judgment said.22  

According to lawyer Liesbeth Zegveld, the legal cases by the Srebrenica survivors 

would not have been necessary if the representatives of the State of the Netherlands had 

apologised and talked to the victims earlier. “Nobody was keen at all to instigate proceedings. 

Not Mustafic’ family, nor Mr. Nuhanović.”23 Without wanting to underestimate the 

importance of dialogue and apologies, I will argue that the lack of closure of the history of the 

Srebrenica mission has more dimensions than that. Striving for closure may not even be an 

appropriate nor a possible aim in this matter. By exploring the strategies that aim to do so, I 

propose to open up some new lines of thought on the question of responsibility. I will 

introduce my argument with some fragments taken from Robert Musil’s book The Man 

                                                 

20 Ibid., p. 19.  
21 Worsnip, Patrick, "UN says immune from legal action over Srebrenica. " Reuters, 8 June 2007. 
22 Gerechtshof 's-Gravenhage - Court The Hague, "Judgement Case No. 200.020.174/01 Nuhanovic vs De Staat 

der Nederlanden (LJN BR0133)", 5 July 2011, Gerechtshof 's-Gravenhage - Court The Hague, "Judgement Case 

No. 200.020.173/01  Mustafic c.s. vs Staat der Nederlanden (LJN  BR0132)," 5 July 2011.  Worsnip, "UN says 

immune from legal action over Srebrenica" and Mike Corder, "Srebrenica victims win lawsuit against the 

Dutch", Associated Press, 5 July 2011.  
23 NOS Nieuwsuur, "Staat aansprakelijk in Srebrenica-zaak", 5 July 2011.  (My translation) 
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Without Qualities, because those fragments demonstrate very aptly some broader dimensions 

of establishing responsibility. 

Constitutive trouble 

In Robert Musil's book Man without Qualities a man and a woman are walking on a 

street in a big city when suddenly, a road accident happens in front of them. Musil describes 

the couple as  

belonging to a privileged section of society, their good breeding being apparent in their 
clothes, their bearing and their manner of conversing. They had their initials 
significantly embroidered on their underclothing. And likewise – that is to say, not 
outwardly displayed, but, as it were, in the exquisite underlinen of their minds – they 
knew who they were and that they were in their proper place in a capital city that was 
also an imperial residence.24  
 

The couple approached the scene and 

peering over heads and bent backs, contemplated the man lying on the ground. Then 
they stepped back and stood hesitating. The lady had a disagreeable sensation in the pit 
of her stomach, which she felt entitled to take for compassion; it was an irresolute, 
paralysing sensation.25 
 

Apparently, the lady was disturbed by what she saw. Her partner responds to this disturbance 

by describing the event as the result of a technical problem: 

“These heavy lorries they use here have too long a braking-distance.” Somehow the 
lady felt relieved at hearing this. And she thanked him with an attentive glance. Though 
she had doubtless heard the expression many times before, she did not know what a 
braking-distance was, nor had she any wish to know; it was sufficient for her that by 
this means the horrible happening could be fitted into some kind of pattern, so 
becoming a technical problem that no longer directly concerned her.26 

 
Moreover, the gentleman describes the event as part of a normality: 

“According to American statistics,” the gentleman observed, “there are over a hundred 
and ninety thousand people killed on the roads annually over there, and four hundred 
and fifty thousand injured.” “Do you think he is dead?” his companion asked, still with 
the unjustified feeling that she had experienced something exceptional.27 
 

The handling by “the proper institutions” further relieved the bystanders from their concerns: 

And now the shrill whistle of an ambulance could be heard, and the promptness of its 
arrival was a source of satisfaction to the waiting crowd. How admirable these social 

                                                 

24 Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, (Original title: Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften, First published in 

1930), 1979, p. 4.  
25 Ibid., p. 5.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Ibid., p. 6.  
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institutions are! The casualty was lifted on to a stretcher and then slid into the 
ambulance. Men in a kind of uniform attended to him. The inside of the vehicle, 
glimpsed for a moment, looked as clean and tidy as a hospital ward. People walked on 
with the almost justifiable impression that what had occurred was an event within the 
proper framework of law and order. 28  
 

Musil’s text confronts us with some problems that are relevant when we consider the 

question “What happened in Srebrenica?” It demonstrates that describing the event not only 

serves to reconstruct what happened (in order to seek truth and to find out who’s responsible 

for the injuries of the victim), but the description also affects our perception of the identity of 

the narrator and the bystanders. Moreover, it shapes our thoughts about the workings of 

society. Firstly, it is important to note that the lady seemed to accept the gentleman’s authority 

to explain to her what happened at face value. That by itself made that the gentleman seemed 

to be in a position to speak. Secondly, although the gentleman’s theory about the braking 

distance of the lorry may have been a well-informed guess, we should be aware of its function 

to relieve “the disagreeable sensation in the pit of the stomach.” The explanation excludes the 

agency and thus responsibility of the lorry driver. Maybe the driver was drunk. Or it might 

even have been an assassination. Moreover, the technical explanation implicitly denies the 

horrible finality of death. As opposed to the inevitability of death, technical problems are 

problems that can be solved, which, of course, is a much more convenient idea. In this way, 

the response serves to secure the identity of the bystanders who are facing human 

vulnerability and the possibility of death. Another strategy that the gentleman uses to ease the 

pain is to categorise the victim as part of an American “normality” that comprises hundred 

and ninety thousand people killed on the road annually and four hundred and fifty thousand 

injured. In other words, there is nothing “exceptional” to worry about. The bystanders also 

found relief in the prompt arrival of the “social institutions.” The ambulance, the men in “a 

kind of uniform” and the cleanliness were interpreted as signifiers of a proper framework of 

law and order, which also proved the “normalcy” of the accident since the handling of it was 

institutionalised. Meanwhile, the victim has literally vanished out of sight. The meaning of 

victimhood was effectively replaced by the operations of technology, statistics and 

institutions. These explanatory mechanisms are what Susan Stewart calls a taxonomy of 

death. The taxonomy, or analysis, can be seen as an antidote to emotion and surplus meaning.  

The natural inevitability of death is replaced by a series of mental, rational, or scientific 
operations that deny death, and thus seek to reactivate life by situating death in a larger 
historico-temporal process, such as the universality of the human species, the continuity 
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of scientific research which seeks to reduce the causes of death, the eternity of life on 
another metaphysical plane of existence, and so on.29  
 

 The gentleman’s description of the event as a technical problem that is part of a 

normal pattern not only serves as an antidote to emotion and “normalises” the 

incomprehensibility of death, the account is also an affirmation of his own detached social 

position. He uses the opportunity to display his knowledge of technology and statistics (his 

“exquisite mind”) and he feels satisfied because of the working of the “social institutions” 

which affirms his privileged position of living in a “proper place in a capital city that was also 

an imperial residence.” It is no question for the gentleman why, in the assumed well-governed 

place where he feels part of, something can go so fatally wrong. 

Although very different in time and scope of human grief, the fragments of Musil’s text 

may serve as useful metaphors to appreciate that analysing the much graver and more 

complex events in Srebrenica is a dangerous project. It demonstrates that references to 

technology, institutions and normality are not just neutral descriptions of an event. It further 

demonstrates that the identity of the narrator (in Musil’s case the gentleman) is related to his 

seemingly objective comments on the confrontation with an injured (or possibly dead) person.  

Thus, Musil’s fragments made me realise that when looking for answers on questions of 

responsibility for the failed peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica, other issues need to be 

considered too. Firstly, analysing Srebrenica and fitting the events into some kind of 

explanatory pattern, carries the risk of denying its horrific uniqueness and makes it into 

something that need no longer concern us. The analysis itself may distract attention from the 

victims and relocate bystanders as detached outsiders. There is a strong tension between 

making Srebrenica recognisable in conventional norms as a “true disaster” and representing 

the violence in the illegible horrific uniqueness of individual experiences.  

Secondly, not recognising the political nature of the act of analysing itself may cover up 

specific responsibilities of the international community. However direct, objective, neutral 

and factual the reports about Srebrenica may appear, they all necessarily interpret, classify 

and categorise the violence in a specific way. Reporting is an interpretative process that 

implies the framing of the violence. This framing does not only concern the angle or 

perspective on the events; it also concerns the choices of what is portrayed and what is not. 

Hence, the framing determines what is actually seen as an event and what is not. In chapter 3, 

                                                 

29 In François Debrix, "Post-Mortem Photography: Gilles Peress and the Taxonomy of Death," Postmodern 
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we will see how Srebrenica reached a world audience, and that it only got the status of a 

“global accident” long after many tragedies had already taken place. Thus and so, the 

“accident” is isolated from the preceding violent episode by categorising that episode as a 

mere “humanitarian problem” and not part of the “actual genocide” that took place after the 

fall of the enclave. Therefore, my analysis aims to highlight the presumptions of what is 

essential to the event and how they have established the possibilities of assessing them. These 

presumptions are, in other words, the discursive frames that enable us to “see” what happened 

in Srebrenica.  

Thirdly, the question whom we are giving a voice, needs attention. It is important to 

realise that power relations are constructed and reaffirmed by those who we allow to describe 

the world for us. I have emphasised the fact that the gentleman was in a position to speak 

since the lady accepted his comments on the accident. On a global scale, and in relation to 

Srebrenica, the position of the gentleman is that of the media from which we accept news on 

certain events as facts. In practise, many voices are excluded in this process and not in the last 

instance the voice of the victims and survivors. Of course, in the example of Robert Musil’s 

story, the victim was most likely dead and thus could not give his version of the events. This 

is equally the case in Srebrenica, but very often victims and survivors are not being heard for 

other reasons. The voices of the inhabitants of UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica were scarcely 

being heard in the outside world and there were only very few Western journalists who 

reported about the events in Srebrenica before august 1995. Even now, it is not so much those 

who have suffered that define the meaning of Srebrenica in world history. Many have been 

interviewed, but only very few were in a position to put their own questions the relevant 

persons. This is not to claim, though, that reports by victims would necessarily be more 

accurate than reports by “bystanders.” The often-heard conviction that one is only able to 

judge a situation fairly when one has been part of it, has adequately been disproved by 

Hannah Arendt. She notices: “The argument that we cannot judge if we were not present and 

involved ourselves seems to convince everyone everywhere, although it seems obvious that if 

it were true, neither the administration of justice nor the writing of history would ever be 

possible.”30 The outsider voice is not necessarily false, but other – and possibly softer - voices 

are indispensable to open up in-depth perspectives and alternative dimensions of what 

happened. 
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A fourth aspect, which is crucial to my analysis, is the implicit construction of agency in 

the process of defining and describing, or in other words; the process of subjectification. In 

Musil’s story, the gentleman’s discursive interventions affect both his own subjectivity (a 

knowledgeable man belonging to a privileged section of society who is in a position to 

formulate what happened) and the framing of the accident - in this case as a “normal” and 

thus acceptable accident for which no one in particular bears responsibility. It illustrates what 

Judith Butler calls a performative understanding of subjectivity, in which discourse functions 

to a certain extent “to produce that which it declares.”31 In this case, responsibility for the 

possible causes of the accident, and thus human agency, is transferred to the realm of 

technical failures, statistics (normality) and institutions. Moreover, the creation of this 

discursive realm provides the stage on which the gentleman can display himself as authority 

and as a knowledgeable person in a well-managed society. A set of already operative 

conventions (statistics and norms) that are “grounded in no other legitimating authority than 

the echo-chain of their own reinvocation”32 are reworked to control emotions.  

In particular, the probability of facing death and its incomprehensibility provokes a 

crisis of representation. The gentleman counters this crisis with his theories. Since his 

subjectivity is a discursive effect of this performance, the representational crisis resulting 

from the accident can be conceived of as a constitutive trouble. It should be noted though, that 

the gentleman’s subjectivity is not completely determined by the effects of discourse. 

According to Butler,   

for discourse to materialize a set of effects, “discourse” itself must be understood as 
complex and convergent chains in which “effects” are vectors of power. In this sense, 
what is constituted in discourse is not fixed in or by discourse, but becomes the 
condition and occasion for further action. This does not mean that any action is possible 
on the basis of a discursive effect. On the contrary, certain reiterative chains of 
discursive production are barely legible as reiterations, for the effects they have 
materialized are those without which no bearing in discourse can be taken.33 

 
I will return later to the problem of materiality and discourse, but first, I will relate the 

relevance of Musil’s text to the subject of this thesis.  

 

As a result of the processes of globalisation, our confrontations are no longer restricted 

to local trouble. We also position ourselves in relation to global problems. Security and 

                                                 

31 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex", 1993, p. 107.  
32 Ibid.  
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foreign policy have always been closely linked in traditional theories of international 

relations, but poststructuralist theorists of world politics have acknowledged a more radical 

implication of the relation between the identification of global trouble and its constitutive 

effects on political orders. Cynthia Weber, for example, studies the formative effects of 

“global trouble” on global subjects like “sovereignty” and “states.” Using Butler’s concept of 

performativity for her analysis, she concludes that “foreign policy is a response to a 

fundamental ‘trouble’ or crisis of representation and that sovereign states are discursive 

effects of ‘foreign policy trouble.’”34 Thus, if we consider Srebrenica as an example of 

“global trouble,” it is interesting to find out how the perceptions of (and responses to) 

Srebrenica have a constitutive effect on political subjectivity. 

The fall of UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica has turned out to have been a forceful incentive 

to all kinds of investigations by journalists, activists, academics, lawyers and politicians. 

However, the configurations of responsibility that can be found in their investigations do not 

only describe the forms of responsibility, they also shape the preconditions for individual and 

communal responsibility through the ways in which they problematise the events in 

Srebrenica. Political subjects like “Srebrenica,” “the UN” and “the Netherlands” are never 

pre-given political subjects or problems. Their significance is constituted in discourse. 

Moreover, their significance needs to be performed and affirmed repeatedly in discourse in 

order to retain more or less stable identities. Analysts and commentators of foreign policy do 

not only analyse or comment on foreign policy, but constitute it as well. The configuration of 

“insiders” and “outsiders” of political communities and world problems, and thus the 

identification of those who can be reckoned to be responsible and those who cannot be 

responsible, takes place in the definitions and subjectification of world problems. Hence, the 

focus of this analysis is on the politics that takes place before traditional conceptions of 

politics get into place and on a responsibility before traditional conceptions of responsibility 

have been articulated. It is an analysis of the assumptions that have closed off the options for 

alternative forms of decision-making and responsibility for the events in Srebrenica.  

In sum, the question of responsibility keeps haunting the survivors as well as Dutchbat 

soldiers, Dutch politics, the UN missions and many others. My study is a response to this 

haunting. I is my aim to mark the contours of what is lost in the narrative reconstructions of 

the failed peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica and to explore its constitutive effects in politics 
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and law. In doing so, I will focus on the complex relations between responsibility and 

subjectivity. I will analyse a variety of accounts by those who have reported on Srebrenica 

and brought Srebrenica into being as an object of debate and research and, simultaneously, 

have shaped responsibility in particular ways. The proceedings at the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the Dutch NIOD report play an important role 

in this. I did not strive to cover the entire debate comprehensively, but the themes as selected 

by me do play a key role in the narrative framing of responsibility. They include the ethics 

and effectiveness of international intervention, the conceptualisation of the violence as 

genocide, ethnic identity and community, the foreseeability of events, and the role of 

witnesses and bystanders to the crimes.  

In every chapter, I will depart from the accounts on Srebrenica. Subsequently, I will 

explore the theories that are implied by the descriptions of what happened. In these 

explorations a critique of political and legal analysis of global problems and its relation to the 

paradigm of positivism becomes visible. The analysis shows that positivist perspectives play 

an significant role in the foreclosure of the conditions of possibility of ethical and political 

decision-making and thus have a strong depoliticising effect on the question of responsibility. 

Moreover, it demonstrates how the accounts not only relate to the political problems of the 

past, but also shape preconditions of present and future responsibilities.  

In general, this thesis is a call for more recognition of the politics in those domains 

that are often presented as the counterparts of it, such as academia and the legal courts. This 

argument is definitely no plea for more politically “biased” approaches of investigations, but - 

as some would say - it is an argument for doing more justice to the political.35 

Outline 

The thesis is outlined as follows. In chapter 2, I will argue that the traditional 

positivist theories of International Relations that have informed the Srebrenica investigations 

have a very limited understanding of the concept of responsibility. I will elaborate on how a 

poststructuralist approach to global politics can open up new perspectives on responsibility by 

emphasising the intertwinedness of political subjectivity, responsibility and ethics and 

introducing the concept of heteronomous responsibility. As opposed to an autonomous 
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"Doing Justice to the Political; The International Criminal Court in Uganda and Sudan," European Journal of 
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conception of responsibility in which we are supposedly free to choose whether to be 

responsible or not, an heteronomous responsibility always precedes the conceptualisation of 

“the autonomous individual”, “the state” or any other responsible entity. From the perspective 

of a heteronomous and thus relational responsibility it can be better understood how 

responsibility is limited by its symbolisation. My point of departure is the public debate on 

Dutch responsibilities in relation to Srebrenica. I will discuss its constitutive effects on the 

(political) subjects and its related understandings of responsibility for global affairs.  

Chapter 3 I will reconstruct the first stage of the transformation of  Srebrenica from a 

“local problem” into an “international problem.”36 I will identify a battle about definitions of 

violence that transgresses the problem of mere “fact finding”. Different definitions are related 

to different interpretations of the context of the war in Bosnia. It shows that this battle of 

definitions was highly political. It had direct consequences for both the conditions of 

possibility of massive violence to take place and for an adequate response to the violence.  

Chapter 4 discusses the accounts that deny that the crime of genocide was committed 

in Srebrenica. The revisionists frame the events in Srebrenica as a staged legitimation of 

liberal/capitalist interventionism that can and must be contested. The analysis of these 

accounts shows how the vulnerability of positivist analysis to revisionism and touches upon 

the more philosophical question of how to make truth claims and moral judgements from the 

ungrounded perspective of poststructuralism. 

Chapter 5 elaborates on what is lost in the instrumentalist view on military action and 

international diplomacy. A strict division between means and ends is typical for discourses on 

military strategy and diplomacy. However, it positions military action in an instrumental and 

thus a-political and pragmatic domain and denies that military acts are also productive of 

political subjectivity and political and legal possibilities. This division plays an important role 

in a couple of academic accounts that have influenced other publications - including the 

NIOD report.  

Chapter 6 explores the political role of fact finding in the historical and juridical 

reconstructions after the fall of the enclave.37 The NIOD report reconstructs the fall of 

                                                 

36 An earlier version of this chapter was published in Dutch. (Erna Rijsdijk, "Srebrenica, genocide en de 
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Srebrenica as a “surprise attack” and as an “intelligence failure”. Its understanding of tactical 

uncertainty has led to a call for more intelligence in UN operations. I will argue that the report 

builds its claims on a problematic epistemology of the role of “hard knowledge” within 

intelligence studies. A similar epistemology of military-technical operations can be identified 

in the proceedings of the war crimes tribunal in The Hague (ICTY) in the legal approach to 

proving criminal intent. Although political responsibility to prevent genocide and legal 

responsibility to punish those who have committed the relating crimes have different 

implications for what can be qualified as relevant foreknowledge or criminal intent, both the 

prevailing juridical and the political approaches close off paths for the mobilisation of 

histories that are more sensitive to the productive workings of language and images and thus 

to their bearing on possible futures. 

In chapter 7, the political relevance of the identification of trauma in relation to the 

Srebrenica mission will be explored. “Srebrenica” has become a subject that is not only 

referred to as Europe’s worst massacre since the Second World War, but as “a national 

trauma” for the Dutch. I will endeavour to show that the talk of national trauma touches upon 

the core values of social order, and furthermore,  that politicians try to close off the traumatic 

space in order to defend present orders, instead of approaching the subject matter as a possible 

sources for political change. 

In chapter 8, I will analyse the political effects of the representations of trauma 

memory. I will discuss the various strategies that are deployed to script and codify witness 

accounts. They do so in order to get a better understanding of what happened but also they 

also aim for healing and closure. The researchers of the NIOD report on Srebrenica shunned 

emotional accounts on Srebrenica purporting to present an objective report. Other researchers, 

however, believe that the only truthful way to reconstruct what happened in Srebrenica is by 

listening especially to the emotional accounts of the survivors. I argue that forms of 

mythologisation are necessarily present in both approaches, but often are not recognised as 

such.  

In chapter 9, the importance of a deterritorialised and non-essentialist conception of 

responsibility is emphasised. The accounts on the failed peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica 

not only constitute particular historical subjects and responsibilities, they also have a bearing 

on our own identity and on the images and possibilities of the future. Especially the 
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essentialised premises of authenticity, unity and closure may produce new forms of enclaval 

politics that are potentially violent in its exclusionary effects. This links the role of the 

Srebrenica accounts to political options and impossibilities for the future. Not in a determinate 

way, but always incomplete and unstable, nevertheless touching upon the most pressing 

questions of responsibility, identity and community. 
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2. Lost in International Relations theory: Subjectivity, ethics and 

responsibility 

 

 

 Listen, believe me, do not believe so quickly that you are a people. 

(Jacques Derrida, 1996)38 

 

One of the explanations for the failed peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica, which has 

been often brought to the fore is that its failure is the result of a mismatch between ethical 

concerns and a Dutch inability to be effective in international politics. The philosopher Hans 

Achterhuis, states that moral concerns and emotions combined with a lack of knowledge on 

interventions led to the dramatic outcome in Srebrenica.39 A Volkskrant article headed “The 

failing sword of morals” says that the Netherlands too often claims the moral high grounds 

without caring much about its practical implications. 40 According to David Chandler there is 

even “a general consensus that western government policy-makers have, in the last decade, 

explicitly taken on board normative and ethical concerns, shifting away from a ‘realist’ 

approach in which a more narrowly conceived national interest was the basis of 

policymaking.”41 In line with this thought, the question whether or not there is a Dutch 

responsibility for the fall of the UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica, is often posed in the context of 

the broader question whether the Netherlands was at all able to influence international 

diplomacy and the Bosnian war. Norbert Both frames his study From Indifference to 

Entrapment: The Netherlands and the Yugoslav Crisis (1990 – 1995) by the question 

“whether a non-great power like the Netherlands can exert influence on international 
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affairs.”42 Likewise, the researchers of the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation 

(NIOD) state in their report on Srebrenica that its objective is to relate “the Dutch will to 

action” in Dutch foreign politics to its “(predictable) effectiveness” in the Yugoslav war.43 

Framing the question of responsibility in this way fits a tradition of foreign policy studies that 

tries to define Dutch political agency in terms of state power and influence in world politics.  

There are many differences in the manner in which those who study foreign policy 

define agency in foreign policy. Some of them focus on external factors like state systems and 

regime theory. Others include domestic factors like culture, history and bureaucratic 

organisation. Some explain the Dutch position in terms of economic and military power, 

others in moral, legal, or organisational terms. But despite these differences, most of them 

have two features in common. Firstly, they implicitly or explicitly share a special interest in 

defining whether the Netherlands is a great (middle) power or a small power in world politics. 

Secondly, they shape their argument by presuming settled boundaries dividing a domestic 

(inside) from an international (outside).44 Thus, they do not only analyse Dutch foreign policy 

through the explanations of the failed peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica, they constitute 

Dutch state agency as well. 

Taking the (power of the) state as a natural starting point for research questions on 

international politics, is a settled tradition in the studies of International Relations. As Rob 

Walker has noted, such studies “seem to express the decisive demarcation between inside and 

outside, between self and other, identity and difference, community and anarchy that is 

constitutive of our modern understanding of political space. They affirm a clear sense of here 
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and there.”45 This observation is crucial for the exploration of international responsibility, 

because if and when there is a clear sense of here and there, the answer to the questions of 

responsibility is preconfigured in a domestic/foreign categorisation in which domestic affairs 

are usually prioritised over foreign affairs when considering obligations and capacities to 

respond. Moral spaces and political boundaries are thus preconfigured by a specific territorial 

imagination.  

In addition to the territorial imagination of global politics that maps responsibility, the 

dominant Cartesian perspective in the studies of International Relations also detaches the 

observer/analyst from a world “out there.” Knowledge and reality are regarded as separate 

worlds placing (international) responsibility in the latter domain. This explains the NIOD 

stating that it “merely” provides for a precise reconstruction and an explanatory analysis, 

which do not include political conclusions or judgements.46 It assumes its own ability to 

present its research as detached from the world and situates the content of the research outside 

the political arena. 

There is a growing awareness that our categorisations of space and time (past, present 

and future) are less grounded in physics than in a symbolic social order. In our every day 

lives, we are confronted with traditional spatial categorisations that become more and more 

outdated. Media and technology have made us real time witnesses of what happens elsewhere 

and - as can be illustrated with many environmental problems - the disasters that do happen 

elsewhere may be a product of our own daily life actions. Although the themes of 

globalisation and military interventions are nowadays major topics in the studies of 

International Relations, the insights of philosophers who have pointed at the complex 

relations between knowledge, theory and reality do not get much attention from the 

mainstream theorists. Notwithstanding the fact that there is a much wider range of schools of 

thought in the field of International Relations, when it comes down to categorising moral 

positions, this is usually being done in terms of a realist/idealist opposition. The differences 

between those poles are subsequently explained as different views on the possibilities of 

political change and as a belief in the possibility of dealing with the world as it is (by the 

realists), or of striving to a world as it ought to be (by the idealists). The first position is 

usually represented as being occupied by pragmatists who are seen as dealing with the “real 
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world” and the latter as being occupied by those who do not accept the “real world” as it is 

and want to make a moral stand. The fact that the framing of reality in “ideals”, “facts” and 

“morals” implies a politics of its own, is usually ignored. 

The moral of epistemic realism 

The positions outlined above are also dominant in the Dutch discourse on international 

relations, including the debate on Srebrenica. The NIOD researchers have recognised this and 

state in their report on Srebrenica that 

in theoretical discussions of foreign policy, it is often characterised as the idealistic, as 
opposed to the realistic approach. The latter assumes that the world consists of an 
anarchy of states that are out to maintain or increase their power. According to this 
view, a sheep – a country that wishes to play the innocent on the international stage – 
would be well advised to keep far away from such a pack of wolves.47 
 

Accordingly, the “morality of Dutch foreign policy” is described in terms of the 

realist/idealist opposition: 

Dutch foreign policy is often described as motivated by ethical considerations, among 
others. … it is claimed that this foreign policy is often (maybe even too often) 
characterised by a belief in the moral superiority of the Netherlands compared with 
other countries and a disinclination to get down to the nitty-gritty of power politics.48 … 
Both the Dutch decision-makers concerned and observers have made similar comments 
about the policy concerning Yugoslavia in the period from 1991 to 1995. The above-
mentioned moralistic tendency led in the Netherlands to a call ‘to do something’, on the 
basis of the idea that doing something is better than doing nothing.49 
 

The NIOD researchers have tried to overcome the realist/idealist opposition, by 

arguing that realism does not need to be immoral. They state that “it is often – incorrectly – 

assumed that idealists are on a higher moral plane than realists.”50 They object to this view, by 

referring to Max Weber who made a distinction between two forms of morality: an ethics of 

conviction or intention (Gesinnungsethik) and an ethics of responsibility (Verantwortungs-

ethik). 

One who acts on the basis of the ethics of conviction does not consider the 
consequences of his deeds... One who acts on the basis of the ethics of responsibility, on 
the other hand… believes ‘that you have to take responsibility for the (foreseeable) 
consequences of your actions’.51 
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The NIOD researchers assume that the realist position can be reconciled with an “ethics of 

responsibility”, which then could be a “higher moral plane” than the idealist position which 

does not consider responsibility in terms of the outcomes of their well-intended actions.52 

However, this way of redefining “realism” as a “moral realism” does not really overcome the 

problems of the realist/idealist opposition. This supposedly more rational and realistic version 

of morality still depends on the presumption that there are unproblematic (rational and 

realistic) ways of interpreting world affairs in which objects of knowledge and moral values 

can be separated.  

 In another major study on the aftermath of the failed peacekeeping missions in 

Srebrenica, Somalia and Rwanda, Christ Klep - like the NIOD researchers - has categorised 

the debate on responsibility in two moral positions.53 Firstly, he sees the “subjective 

(attitudinal) line of moral reasoning (Gesinnungsethik) being pursued by “’outsiders’, i.e. 

individuals and groups hurt by the events (mostly relatives of people who had been killed) and 

their sympathisers (usually from Canada, Belgium and the Netherlands) and a number of 

critical journalists.”54 According to Klep, this moral position holds that authorities who have 

committed themselves to peacekeeping operations cannot avoid accountability for failed 

operations by retrospectively pointing at the situational context, actions or specific 

circumstances that were unknown or unexpected before the mission began, like the Bosnian-

Serb attack on Srebrenica and the subsequent massacre.55 Klep states that “the outsiders” and 

“sympathisers” claim that the “authorities had engaged in a promise to ‘save strangers’, to 

protect vulnerable (groups of) citizens … Obviously, this promise implied severe risks, but 

that was known before the troops were deployed (‘prospective responsibility’).56 According to 

Klep, the second moral position follows an ethics of responsibility (Verantwortungethik). It 

can be found in the line of reasoning by the politicians, majority political parties57 and – even 
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stronger - by the military organisation.58 Unlike the supposedly factual positions outlined in 

the NIOD report, the moral positions as described by Klep are representing opinions of the 

different parties in the debate afterwards. The problem here is that all parties might think of 

themselves as rational and realistic and adopting an ethics of responsibility. After all, it is 

always the other who is accused of not thinking about the consequences of an idealistic (in 

this respect used as a synonym for “not realistic”) point of view. As Klep notes as well, the 

politicians “were annoyed by the criticism based in subjective ethics, claiming this came from 

an unassailable ‘moral high ground’ and from people who had never been forced to take the 

difficult decisions under pressure”.59 The military thought of themselves as even more 

committed to an ethics of responsibility than the politicians. They argued that they had to deal 

with realities on the ground, which were not very well understood by the politicians. They 

saw a rift between political desirability and military reality.(Klep, 2008)60 

Klep blames the inconclusive outcome of the debate on responsibility for the failed 

peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica on structural problems in the military, political and 

independent inquiries.61 He calls the inquiries a “battle for the facts”62 and demonstrates how 

this battle took place. After an extended reconstruction of the proceedings of the many 

inquiries into the failed peacekeeping mission that followed, he concludes that “the 

complexity and atomisation of information” and the “broad mandates” of the inquiries clashed 

with the practical necessity of limiting them in time and space.63 Moreover, the many 

inquiries had all aimed to be fact-finders, but had nevertheless not been able to be fully 

detached from the political organisation or public context.64 Furthermore, he argues that the 

reports were “hijacked” by governments, majority parties, media and outsiders, since the 

reports were not used as intended “i.e. as a reservoir of objective facts that would become the 

basis for profound political and public debate – but as instruments to control the aftermath and 

speedily end them.”65 This complaint was also uttered by the NIOD researchers.66 

                                                 

58 Ibid., p. 218.  
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Although Klep exposes in a very detailed and precise way the many practical and 

organisational problems that caused this “battle for facts” in the many Srebrenica 

reconstructions, I will argue, however, that he does not actually push his argument far enough 

in analysing the “structural problems” that underlay the disappearance of responsibility in the 

fact-finding missions. In the following, I will argue that the positivist perspective and the 

“realism” underlying most of the investigations are in fact part of the problem. 

The metatheoretical assumptions of both realists and idealists (like rationalists and 

empiricists) imply a superficial view of what it takes to designate something as reality. They 

are all committed to what David Campbell calls an epistemic realism. In the epistemic realist 

view “the world comprises objects whose existence is independent of ideas or beliefs about 

them.”67 Moreover, in the epistemic realist view, which includes the positivistic analyses of 

morality by the NIOD and Klep, the role of theories is still conceived of as neutral means to 

pre-given ends.68 The analyst uses theory merely to “(retrospectively) bring ‘order and 

meaning’ to a (factual) ‘mass of phenomena’ that in contingent and unique form exist 

independent of the theorist.”69 This understanding of the analyst as an outsider to his object of 

study is constructed on what Jim George calls a spectator theory of knowledge.70  

The crucial problem is that the process of interpretation and representation in which 

“reality” is constituted is not being recognised as part of the political process. This neglect 

results in two analytical forms of studies. The first is what Campbell calls a “narrativising 

historiography.” In this form, the author, who in any case thinks of him (or her) self of being 

“realistic”, assumes that he or she does not need theory. “Things have a self-evident quality 

that allows them to speak for themselves.”71 The second form of analysis depends on a logic 

of explanation “in which the purpose of analysis is to identify those self-evident things and 

material causes so that actors can accommodate themselves to the realm of necessity they 

engender.”72 These are the most common metatheoretical positions among practitioners of the 

discipline.73 These positions have also been predominant in the Srebrenica debate on 
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responsibility. Moreover, they are not only closely related to the constitution and 

reaffirmation of the spectator identity of the analyst but more importantly, to the foreclosing 

of alternative perspectives on responsibility. 

Subjectivity and poststructuralism 

The recognition that the philosophical problems of interpretation and representation 

are also relevant for politics reached the discipline of International Relations rather late. It is 

only since the nineties that this insight has entered the agenda.74 The cultural relevance of this 

issue had entered other disciplines like literature, anthropology, art and architecture much 

earlier, but, initially, the ethicopolitical relevance of it did not get much attention within those 

disciplines either. Within International Relations, the new ways of problematising reality 

resulted in a growing awareness that the traditional approaches - which in more philosophical 

terms were now referred to as rationalist and positivistic approaches - were incapable of 

dealing with the complexities and political relevance of subject formation.75  

As a response to the undertheorisation of subjectivity and representation the 

poststructuralist school of thought emerged. Rooted in philosophy and literature, 

poststructuralism provides for a profoundly different theoretical perspective that enables us to 

see the importance of the instabilities and processes (performances) that bring the political 

subject into being. As Judith Butler notes, “when we are speaking about the ‘subject’ we are 

not only speaking about an individual: we are speaking about a model for agency and 

intelligibility.” 76 This shifts the problems and opportunities of identity and subject formation 

to the centre of political analysis and opens up ways to understand the questions of 

responsibility and subjectivity like those provoked by Musil’s narrative in the previous 

chapter. As a result of the new focus on subject formation, the role of language and signs 

became an integral part of theorising world politics. Poststructuralism relies on a discursive 

ontology.77 It comprises an understanding of language as constitutive for what is brought into 

being. Language is an inherently unstable system of signs that generates meaning through a 

simultaneous construction of identity and difference. As a result of this productive nature of 
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language “policy discourse is seen as relying upon particular constructions of problems and 

subjectivities” and “that it is … through discourse that these problems and subjectivities are 

constructed in the first place. Policy and identity are therefore conceptualised as ontologically 

interlinked.” 78  

It is often assumed that relying on a discursive ontology means a denial of materiality. 

This is not the case. Hansen points out that “the concept of ‘discourse’ is not equivalent to 

‘ideas’; discourse incorporates material as well as ideational factors.”79 Discourse analysis is a 

way of addressing and critiquing discursive political practices that can result (or have 

resulted) in the very real effects of inequality, domination and subjection, killings and 

ultimately in genocide. According to Hansen, especially the discourse on security can be seen 

as “a historically formed discourse centred on the nation state and as a particularly radical 

form of identity construction with a distinct political force that invests political leaders with 

power as well as responsibility.”80 Thus, when something is considered to be a “security 

issue”, like the UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica was, it may legitimise actions that “break free of 

procedures or rules he or she would otherwise be bound by.”81 The dual effect of decisions 

made in the name of security is that these decisions not only legitimise exceptional actions, 

but also endow the decision makers/actors with a particular authority for doing so.82  

Responsibility and a deconstructive ethos 

The poststructuralist perspective on constructions of political reality has found its way 

to the borders of the discipline of International Relations Studies and some fine introductions 

on this body of thought have been produced.83 David Campbell has demonstrated the 

relevance of a poststructuralist perspective for the analysis of the Bosnian war in his book 

National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity and Justice and the Bosnian war.84 It is his 

conception of ethics and responsibility, which is especially important for my study as it opens 

                                                 

78 Ibid.  
79 Ibid.  
80 Ibid., p. 18.  
81 Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde (eds.), Security: A New Framework for Analysis, 1998, 25.  

quoted in Hansen, Security as Practice. Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War, 35.  
82 Hansen, Security as Practice. Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War.  
83 See e.g. Jenny Edkins, Postructuralism and International Politics. Bringing the Political Back In, 1999. and 

Alan Finlayson, and Jeremy Valentine (eds), Politics and Post-structuralism, 2002.  
84 David Campbell, National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity and Justice in Bosnia, 1998.  



 38 

up new ways to demonstrate the relation between subjectivity, ethics and responsibility as 

well as the politics of the Srebrenica reconstructions. According to Campbell - who builds on 

and supplements Levinas’ and Derrida’s theories of ethics and responsibility – being is a 

radically interdependent condition.85 The interdependence entails a responsibility towards the 

constitution of subjectivity that cannot be escaped. Levinassian ethics is an ethics that 

precedes ontology.86 In this understanding, ethics refers to the way that we shape 

responsibility in the processes of subjectivation. This shaping of responsibility in the process 

of subjectivation is what Derrida calls “a responsibility before the concept of responsibility.”87 

It is a responsibility that is “insinuated within and integral to …subjectivity.”88 As Campbell 

puts it, “we are always already ethically situated, so making judgements about conduct 

depends less on what sort of rules are invoked as regulations and more on how the 

interdependencies of our relations with others are appreciated.”89 As opposed to an 

autonomous responsibility in which we are supposedly free to choose whether to be 

responsible or not, an always present heteronomous responsibility relates our own being to the 

face of alterity. This is a different conception of responsibility than traditional conceptions 

that usually explain responsibility as a set of rules and regulations adopted by pregiven 

autonomous agents.90 Moreover, it demonstrates that what is constituted as reality is already 

ethically situated through the symbolic constructions that make reality intelligible as such. 

When ethics becomes “politics” or “morality” or “legal responsibility” in the form of rules or 

institutions, responsibility is limited by its symbolisation as such. This limitation of 

responsibility does not only make it “workable” in the practice of organising political space, it 

also gives way to forget the interdependence of being in which alterity is the condition of 

possibility for that being.  
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Accepting the relationality of subjectivity, responsibility and ethics, means that the 

question of ethics no longer is if we have a special responsibility to others, but rather how we 

shape (or have shaped) our relations to alterity. Such an analysis of the formation of the 

subject in relation to alterity thus implies both a framework for understanding ethical response 

and a theory of responsibility.91  

Some practical implications 

Studying the events in Srebrenica in the perspective outlined above changes the 

question of what our responsibility was, into the question how we have constituted Srebrenica 

in discourse and how we have shaped our relations to the events and the loss of lives of 

“distant others.” The rearticulation of the question of responsibility shifts our focus to the 

various discourses in which Srebrenica was constituted as a problem for the international 

community and for the Netherlands. The analysis those discourses will not only enable us to 

recognise what is lost in the epistemic realism of many Srebrenica reconstructions, but also 

what is lost in the processes of subject formation of our national selves. As Jeffrey Popke puts 

it, “it is a way of thinking the space of the event as the means by which we affirm our 

subjectivity in and through the other.”92  

The analysis will demonstrate that power is not something that states possess, but that 

power is relational and always already implicated in the process of subject formation. 

According to Jenny Edkins, raising the question of what constitutes an ethics in the 

contemporary situation requires that “we consider our assumptions about how we are located 

as subjects in the first place, and how power is implicated in this from the start”.93 In other 

words, to appreciate a heteronomous responsibility results in the radical questioning of the 

collectivised self as well as of the individualised autonomy.94 

I have put forward an alternative perspective on analysing the relations between the 

discursive reconstructions of global problems, subjectivity and the question of responsibility 
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in order to do more justice to the ethico-political dimensions of the studies of International 

Relations. In the following chapters I do not use Srebrenica as a case study in order to 

establish the correct power position of the Netherlands on an international stage. Neither do I 

aspire to explain a specific or “typical” Dutch responsibility in the way that the UN 

peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica was performed. Nor do I wish to prioritise a national 

common responsibility above individual responsibilities or foreign influences above domestic 

influences. Instead, I will analyse a variety of accounts by those who have reported on 

Srebrenica and brought Srebrenica into being as an object of debate and research and, 

concurrently, have shaped responsibility in particular ways. The configurations of 

responsibility that can be found in the accounts do not only describe the forms of 

responsibility, they also shape the preconditions for responsibility through the ways in which 

they problematise what happened in Srebrenica. The subjectivity of “Srebrenica”, “the UN” 

and “the Netherlands” is never pre-given. Their significance is constituted in discourse and 

needs to be reiterated in discourse in order to retain more or less stable identities. Analysts 

and commentators of foreign policy do not only analyse or comment on foreign policy, but 

constitute it as well. The configuration of “insiders” and “outsiders” of political communities 

and world problems, and thus the identification of those who can be reckoned to be 

responsible and those who cannot be responsible, takes place in the definitions and 

subjectification of world problems. Therefore, the focus of this analysis is on the politics that 

takes place before traditional conceptions of politics get into place and on a responsibility 

before traditional conceptions of responsibility have been articulated in confrontation with 

“global trouble.”  
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3. Lost in definitions: The making of Srebrenica into a global 

problem  

 

 

The crime of genocide, crimes against humanity, and the other crimes within the jurisdiction 

of [the War Crimes] Tribunal are not local affairs…. [They] affect all of us throughout the 

world. 

(Carla Del Ponte, 2002)95 

 

 

 Srebrenica is nowadays often referred to as “Europe’s worst massacre since World 

War II.”96 It took, however, a long time before the events in Srebrenica materialised in world 

politics as an international problem. It took even longer before the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International Court of Justice (ICJ) 

judged the violence against the Bosnian Muslims after the fall of UN “Safe Area” Srebrenica 

to be the universal crime of genocide. At the time the violence in Srebrenica actually 

happened, it was more or less a non-issue in global discourse. Nevertheless, some information 

did reach the outside world and made the UN decide to define the status of  Srebrenica and its 

surroundings as a UN protected “Safe Area.”  

In this chapter, I will analyse some defining moments in which Srebrenica became a 

separate subject in the Bosnian war. I will further argue that a struggle of defining the events 

as either a “humanitarian emergency,” or as a “universal crime against humanity” had major 

consequences for both the localisation of the violence and the framing of international 

responsibility. 
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Global problems 

In principle, every event can be qualified (or “disqualified”) as a “local event,” simply 

because events are located somewhere geographically speaking. Nevertheless, some local 

events make it to what is seen as a global stage or – as in Srebrenica’s case – into a “European 

massacre.” Carla del Ponte, Chief Prosecutor of the ICTY said in her opening statement of the 

Milosevic trial that crimes against humanity are not local affairs. They affect all of us 

throughout the world.97 This statement could never have been made without the presumption 

that modern time and space compressing technologies make us all witnesses to specific types 

of violence that are generally understood as a crime. The events in Srebrenica are now 

perceived of as a global crime with global witnesses, because of the universal meaning 

attributed to the crimes that have been committed in the area.  

According to François Debrix, it is typical for a “global accident” that it only takes 

place as a “global accident” for a world audience after it has actually happened.98 He points at 

Rwanda as an example of this mechanism. The events in Rwanda only reached a global public 

after the local violence first had been redescribed and reterritorialised in universal terms (as 

genocide) by members of the organisation Médecins sans Frontières (MSF).99 Debrix does not 

debate whether the term “genocide” accurately represented the situation, but makes a more 

conceptual point. “After MSF’s ‘witnesses’ rediscovered the Rwandan humanitarian territory 

as a space populated with victims of genocide, photo-journalists, TV crews, humanitarian 

volunteers of all kinds and ‘benevolent’ politicians all flocked into this new space of global 

victimhood. The reterritorialisation of Rwanda as a space of genocidal victimhood (the worst 

space of victimhood since Hitler’s camps, it was suggested) made possible the passage of 

Rwanda from an isolated and barely noticed violent ethnic situation to a global accident.”100  

 A similar process of reterritorialisation can be identified in the international approach 

to Srebrenica. The violence that happened in and around Srebrenica did not manifest itself to 

the world. It needed outside mediation to be known. An event only becomes recognisable as 
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such through the operation of norms.101 After all, it is through the operation of norms that an 

event comes into being as a “relevant” or “meaningful” event. The acknowledgement of the 

dependency on norms is thus closely related to the question of how the events in Srebrenica 

finally became known to us as an international problem.  

Approaching the scene and the coup de force of UNPROFOR Commander Morillon 

 In 1992, Bosnian Serb forces defined their war objective in Bosnia as reuniting all 

Serbian people in a single state, in particular, by erasing the border along the river Drina, 

which separated Serbia from Eastern Bosnia. As the President of the National Assembly of 

the Serbian People Momčilo Krajišnik spelled out on 12 May 1992, the pursuit of a Greater 

Serbia would involve large campaigns of what was called “ethnic cleansing” of the non-Serb 

population in the area.102 At many places the “cleansing” campaigns were violent and 

accompanied by mass killings.103 Human Right Watch reported on August 1992, that 

the indiscriminate use of force by Serbian troops has caused excessive collateral damage 
and loss of civilian life. A policy of “ethnic cleansing” has resulted in the summary 
execution, disappearance, arbitrary detention, deportation and forcible displacement of 
hundreds of thousands of people on the basis of their religion or nationality. In sum, the 
extent of the violence and the fact that it is targeted along ethnic/religious lines raise the 
question of whether genocide is taking place.104 
 

In July 1992, media reports on the Serb-run concentration camps in Northern Bosnia reached 

a world audience.105 Many Muslims (later renamed as Bosniacs)106 fled their homes in Eastern 
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Bosnia as a result of this Serb “ethnic cleansing” policy. By the end of 1992, Srebrenica was 

an isolated enclave in eastern Bosnia, which hosted thousands of refugees. The inhabitants of 

Srebrenica tried to stop Serb forces from conquering the area. Many raids and counter-raids 

were executed by armed groups of both Serb and Muslim parties.107 The situation in the 

enclave was precarious, but the world media did not perceive this as such. Although 

Srebrenica had a lot in common with the situation in Sarajevo, media attention was not 

equally divided between the two areas. Like Sarajevo, Srebrenica was surrounded and 

attacked since the beginning of the Bosnian war. Yet, the media focused on the capital, which 

had an airport, and which was where the president resided and where the headquarters of the 

UN forces was located.108 In Srebrenica, on the other hand, oblivion ruled. There was no 

water, no electric power, no telephone, no press.109 Frank Westerman and Bart Rijs have 

described Srebrenica’s troubled relation with the modern media during this period: 

To accommodate the urgent need for news, special radio meetings are held in the house 
of the “technician”. The “technician” is a student who has removed the engine and the 
transformer from his cassette player and connected the two poles on a spinning wheel. 
Every hour, somebody steps on the pedals to generate electric power which results in 
the news sounding from the loudspeakers on the wall. … The radio meetings have a 
tragic dimension. The audience listens quietly … to reports about the break-up of the 
apartheid in South Africa, the quarrels over the Black Sea fleet, the siege of Sarajevo 
while their own drama is being silenced. Strange, because they are world news. 
However, nobody reports it. The only outgoing messages come from radio amateurs.110  
 

Finally it was the BBC that picked up some of the emergency signals and brought the 

news about a threatening famine.111 In November 1992, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) - the biggest supplier of emergency aid in Bosnia - 

                                                                                                                                                         

See for an elaborate discussion about the politics of this renaming “The Différance of Bosnia” in Campbell, 

National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity and Justice in Bosnia, pp. 215-219.  “Muslims” is written with a 

capital as it is a political name, which does not fully coincide with the religion of all of the people referred to.  
107 See e.g. UN, Srebrenica Report: Report of the Secretary-General Pursuant to General Assembly Resolution 

53/35 (1998), §§ 33-38, Jan Willem Honig, Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime, 1996, pp. 77-81.  
108 It has also been stated that it was too dangerous for journalist to work outside Sarajevo, see Hans Blom and 

Peter Romijn (eds.) et al., Srebrenica a 'Safe Area'. Reconstruction, Background, Consequences and Analysis of 

the Fall of a Safe Area.  Dutch version: Part I, pp. 612-615 
109 Frank and Bart Rijs Westerman, Srebrenica: Het zwartste scenario, 1997, p. 80.   
110 Ibid., pp. 80, 81.  (My translation) 
111 Ibid., p. 81.   



 45 

warned of a coming disaster.112 After several attempts, a Ukrainian humanitarian aid convoy 

managed to enter the Srebrenica enclave at the beginning of December.113 However, the 

Bosnian-Serbs kept on obstructing the UNHCR humanitarian aid convoys.114 On 19 February 

1993, the UNHCR issued another alarming report about the situation in Srebrenica:  

There is no food such as we know it. They have not had real food for months. They are 
surviving on the chaff from wheat and roots from trees. Every day people are dying of 
hunger and exhaustion. The medical situation could not be more critical. People who are 
wounded are taken to the hospital where they die from simple injuries because of the 
lack of medical supplies. They have problems of epidemic proportion with scabies and 
lice.115 

 

In March, Simon Mardel, a British doctor of the World Health Organisation managed 

to reach Srebrenica on foot and reported after his visit at a press conference in Belgrade, that 

he had visited a place in Europe “where people were dying at the rate of twenty to thirty a 

day.”116 Bosnian Muslims and foreign journalists carried the news of the situation in 

Srebrenica to Sarajevo and the outside world, prompting the United Nations Protection Force 

(UNPROFOR) commander for Bosnia-Herzegovina, French General Philippe Morillon to 

undertake the dangerous trip to Srebrenica with a small convoy on 11 March 1993.117 

Morillon aired his decision to go over short wave radio: “With the knowledge that a real 

tragedy is developing in Srebrenica, I have decided to travel there and I have decided to stay 

there to ease the fears of the population.”118 Accompanied by his British aide Major Pyers 

Tucker and his Macedonian bodyguard Adjutant Chief Vangel Mihailov, a Legionnaire; a 
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Canadian tracked vehicle and crew; a team of UNMOs headed by Colonel Leentjes; two 

American military liaison officers; three doctors from Médecins sans Frontières and a few 

UNHCR employees, among which the Dutch Laurens Jolles, he reached Srebrenica.119 There 

he met a population that was in a state of complete panic.120 Fifty thousand to sixty thousand 

people (pre-war inhabitants and refugees from the surrounding villages) were compressed into 

a mountainous area of approximately 150 km2 centred on this town.121 The crowd initially 

responded to Morillon’s visit by taking him hostage.122 As Major Tucker later testified at the 

ICTY about this detainment, “[The Bosnian Muslims] wanted to draw world attention to the 

plight of the people in Srebrenica. And it was for that purpose that they had prevented General 

Morillon and the UN party in Srebrenica from leaving Srebrenica when we tried to leave 

Srebrenica on the 11th or the 12th of March.”123 According to Tucker the “people in 

Srebrenica had given up hope and basic human decency and basic human respect and basic 

hygiene. They just weren't bothering with [that] anymore. You looked in their eyes, and they 

were dead.”124  

 Morillon and his team were allowed to leave on 13 March, but soon returned to 

Srebrenica. During this second visit to Srebrenica, Morillon publicly made a promise to the 

people in Srebrenica: “I deliberately came here and I am now decided to stay here in 

Srebrenica. You are now under the protection of the UN forces.”125 “I will never abandon 

you.” The UN flag was then raised over Srebrenica.126 Morillon’s words have been recalled in 

many accounts on Srebrenica and became iconic for the failure of the UN peacekeeping 
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mission.127 Morillon’s statement is what Derrida would call a “coup de force”, a performative 

action that represents the founding moment of Srebrenica as a UN protected area.128 Morillon 

gesture had no precedent, but as Anne Orford notes, “those acting under the authority of the 

UN represent human rights and the rule of law merely by their presence.”129 Morillon’s 

statement combined with the raising of the UN flag before the people of Srebrenica and the 

running camera constituted the safety of the people in Srebrenica as a UN responsibility.  

 The radio hams of Srebrenica were the first to inform the world that General Morillon 

was resolved to remain in besieged Srebrenica until aid arrived.130 In a fax of 20 March, 

Major Leentjes reported that  

if free passage (with transport) cannot be arranged for the refugees in the Srebrenica 
pocket within the next 7 to 14 days, indications are that the Serbs will carry out a 
genocidal 'cleansing' of the entire enclave, resulting in the potential death of up to 
80.000 human beings. In any case, there is little hope that current efforts to get the Serbs 
to halt their attack will be successful. They are unlikely to stop this offensive until the 
enclave is cleared one way or another.131 
 

 During the following weeks, UNHCR brought a number of humanitarian aid convoys 

into Srebrenica. They also evacuated 8,000 – 9,000 people to safe territory. The evacuations 

happened in a state of total panic. Twenty people died as a result of the journey on 

overcrowded trucks.132 The evacuations were supported by the Bosnian Serbs, but opposed by 

the Bosnian Government, who felt that the evacuations contributed to the “ethnic cleansing” 

of the territory. Finally, the evacuations were stopped.133  

 David Rohde emphasises that it was journalist Tony Birtley who helped to keep the 

events in Srebrenica in the headlines in April 1993. Birtley was a British reporter who worked 

freelance for the American television network ABC. He had flown into the enclave on a secret 

Bosnian Army helicopter flight. In his reports he described the situation of the population and 
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warned of the town’s imminent collapse.134 According to Rohde, Birtley’s photos of the Serb 

artillery attack on 12 April - which had left fifty-six people dead in Srebrenica among which 

fourteen children who were found dead in a schoolyard - made a crucial difference in the 

Western perception of the situation in Srebrenica.135 Westerman and Rijs, however, also point 

at other media sources. After the artillery attack, a UNHCR employee reported on the BBC 

radio that pieces of human flesh were sticking on the fence of a basketball field. Tim Judah of 

the London Times wrote about a horrifying bombardment that had killed or mutilated 

everyone who was not able to run fast enough.136 The besieged Muslims of the enclave made 

it on to the cover of Time magazine. According to Westerman and Rijs, it made Srebrenica 

into the symbol of “inadmissible aggression” by Bosnian Serbs.137  

UN resolutions and UNPROFOR’s interpretations  

Morillon’s action and the subsequent media attention put Srebrenica on the agenda of 

the UN Security Council. On 16 April 1993 - four days after the attack - the Security Council 

“demanded” Srebrenica in Resolution 819 to be treated as a “Safe Area” by “all parties and 

others concerned,” “which should be free from any armed attack or any other hostile act.”138 It 

was noted in the resolution that the International Court of Justice had ordered the Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro) “to take all measures within its power to 

prevent the commission of genocide.”139 Thus - and this is important to establish - this 

resolution explicitly acknowledged the threat of genocide by Serb forces.140 As shown before, 

the conceptualisation of Srebrenica as a place that was in possible danger of genocide brought 

an extra dimension to the international responsibility, because of the universal meaning 
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attached to the threat. It deterritorialised the violence in Srebrenica from a local problem to a 

(threat of) against the ethnic plurality of humanity. 

Although the enclave was about to be overrun by Serb forces, the Security Council, 

however, did initially not see any military obligations for UN forces to establish or protect 

such a “Safe Area” in practice.141 It was an initiative taken by others that created a new 

momentum. On 18 April a Demilitarisation Agreement was negotiated between the 

commander of the Bosnian Government Army (ARBiH) General Halilovic, the commander of 

the Bosnian Serb Army General Mladic and the UNPROFOR commander General 

Morillon.142 Contrary to what was suggested by the Security Council, the agreement included 

the immediate deployment of approximately hundred seventy UNPROFOR troops, principally 

from the Canadian contingent.143 The new security status of Srebrenica was still unclear and 

was left to be handled by UNPROFOR.  

 The night after the Srebrenica Demilitarisation Agreement, General Morillon stated in 

a press conference in Sarajevo that any further attack by the Serbs on the people of Srebrenica 

would constitute “a declaration of war against the entire world.”144 Nevertheless, the idea of a 

global responsibility that was implicated in the UNPROFOR commander’s words was not 

reflected in the positions of the Security Council members. In the United States, for example, 

it was agreed that the wars in Yugoslavia were a regional problem that was best left to the 

European Union.145 One of the consequences of this policy for the “Safe Area” status of 

Srebrenica can be illustrated by the conversations between journalists and the spokesman for 

the US Department of State Richard Boucher, at a press conference on 19 April:  
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Q: Richard, you referred to the demilitarisation of Srebrenica. Isn't that a euphemism, 
for basically the surrender of all arms by the Bosnian defenders? The Serbs aren't being 
demilitarised. 
Boucher: No. And I described for you in the next sentence what it meant. It meant that 
the UN would engage in a process of disarming the government forces there. As part of 
that agreement, the Bosnian Government defenders of Srebrenica are to turn over their 
arms to UNPROFOR.146 
Q: So, Richard, do you consider Srebrenica to have fallen essentially? 
Boucher: At this point I think it's immaterial to argue over the status of Srebrenica.147 

 

Three days later the conversation with the press about the status of “Safe Area” Srebrenica 

was continued: 

Q: And the peacekeepers should protect the Muslims in Srebrenica? … 
Boucher: We've supported the UN resolution, we've supported the deployment of the 
UNPROFOR troops, and they are indeed there to make sure that it remains a Safe Area. 
Q: But I understood that they - that the rules of engagement are that they have to return 
fire in self-defence, not to defend Muslims; that they don't have any authority to do that. 
Is that true? 
Boucher: Saul, you know - ask UNPROFOR. They're the commanders in this situation.  
You have to ask the commanders in this situation what their rules are. 
Q: No, but we took part in the passage of this resolution and in the whole business of 
this, so we ought to know what the rules of engagement are for people that - who are 
acting under … something that we agreed to. 
Boucher: Saul, once again, the UN has forces throughout the world authorised by UN 
resolutions that we've supported. That does not mean that I think I should be responsible 
for explaining the rules of engagement in any particular place, particularly given people 
on the ground that are doing a very difficult job. Now, we have supported the Safe Area 
resolution. The UN soldiers are out there to try to see that that is respected. But 
precisely where they're deployed and how they'll respond to different circumstances is 
something for them to talk about if they wish to. 148 
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 UNPROFOR itself actively promoted the Demilitarisation Agreement as a 

“remarkable breakthrough.”149 Yet, the situation could also be explained in other terms. 

Journalists from Sarajevo portrayed the new situation as “a surrender” to the dominance of the 

Bosnian Serb army. 150 In their view the population in the enclave had become prisoners of 

war of the Bosnian Serb Army guarded by a UN force. UNPROFOR, however, supplied the 

New York correspondents of the UN press corps with a positive and detailed version of the 

agreement much earlier.151 According to Silber and Little, “the unfortunate word ‘surrender’ 

did not feature prominently, not, in fact, at all” in the reports of the New York 

correspondents.152   

 The perspective of a “remarkable breakthrough” accomplished by UNPROFOR was 

later countered by more negative accounts about the situation in Srebrenica. It was part of the 

Demilitarisation Agreement that five hundred sick and wounded were allowed to be 

evacuated.153 The course of the evacuations led to another wave of media attention:  

Aid workers described how the evacuation helicopters were mobbed by desperate 
people clamouring to get on board. One UNHCR official described a vast wall of 
amputees, hobbling down the hillside to the sports field where the helicopters landed, 
and told of how he had had to make an arbitrary selection from the other side of a coil 
of barbed wire: some to go others to stay. One man, he said, who had lost an eye, 
offered to pluck out the other eye if it meant he could get aboard the evacuation flight. 
These scenes continued to be broadcast around the world, and continued to dominate the 
international news agenda.154  
 

Moreover, on 25 April, a mission of the UN Security Council visited Srebrenica and they 

found that the government of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina had agreed to the “Safe 

Area” status of Srebrenica under coercion: 

Before the agreement of 18 April 1993 the town had been under intense shelling; it was 
surrounded and totally isolated. The situation forced the local Srebrenica authorities to 
agree to a settlement by which only the Muslim side was to disarm under the 
supervision of UNPROFOR. … Both the President and the Vice-President of the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina informed us that they had been reminded by the 
UNPROFOR officers that no outside support would be forthcoming and that they were 
evidently defenceless. They had to sign the agreement under duress.155  
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The mission also found that the short range perspectives for Srebrenica were that the town 

was basically under siege with Serb forces controlling access to it and that inhuman 

conditions prevailed in the enclave with potentially catastrophic consequences.156 They 

reported that Srebrenica had become the “equivalent of an open jail,” and concluded that the 

refusal of Serb forces to allow medical assistance was a “crime of genocide.” According to 

the mission this action, together with the cutting of the water supply and electricity had put 

into effect “a slow-motion process of genocide.” 157 Even though Resolution 819 had declared 

the city a safe area, the UN mission reported that the actual situation did not correspond to 

either the spirit or the intent of the resolution.158 The mission did, however, approve of the 

fact that UNPROFOR had acted without the explicit consent of the Security Council. In fact, 

they reported that in case UNPROFOR had not acted, the alternative result could have been a 

massacre of twenty five thousand people.159  

The report of the mission prompted the Security Council to adopt Resolution 824 on 6 

May, three weeks after it had adopted Resolution 819. The Council was convinced that this 

would contribute to the implementation of a new peace plan for Bosnia.160 It declared that not 

only Srebrenica, but also Sarajevo, and other threatened areas, in particular the towns of 

Tuzla, Zepa, Gorazde and Bihac, and their surroundings should be treated as safe areas by all 

parties.161 Again, this resolution did not contain any references to enforcement measures, 

except for “strengthening” UNPROFOR by adding fifty unarmed United Nations Military 

Observers. Nevertheless, the resolution stated that the Security Council was convinced that 

further steps had to be taken to achieve the security of all safe areas.162 In June, the more 

practical implications of this decision were included in the newly adopted Resolution 836. It 

defined the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina as a “threat to international peace and security” 

and the safe areas as a response to an “emergency situation.” It speaks of the practices of 
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“ethnic cleansing” and its consequences,  that should be stopped and possibly be reversed. It 

did not contain any explicit references to the threat of genocide as Resolution 819 had done. 

The Council decided to extend the mandate of UNPROFOR in order to enable it  

to deter attacks against the Safe Areas, to monitor the ceasefire, to promote the 
withdrawal of military of paramilitary units other than those of the Government of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and to occupy some key point on the ground, in addition to 
participating in the delivery of humanitarian relief to the population.163   

 

It authorised UNPROFOR  

in carrying out the mandate … acting in self-defence, to take the necessary measures, 
including the use of force, in reply to bombardments against the Safe Areas by any of 
the parties or to armed incursion into them or in the event of any deliberate obstruction 
in or around those areas to the freedom of movement of the UNPROFOR or of 
protected humanitarian convoys.164  

 

The resolution was ambiguous about the international commitment to the Safe Areas. 

It did not guarantee the defence of the Safe Areas by means of any UN protection. The use of 

force was explicitly linked to “acting in self-defence” of UNPROFOR.165 It was left up to the 

willingness of member states to support the defence of UNPROFOR by UN approved air 

attacks and it did not give any directions to support the immediate defence of the population 

of the enclave. None of the sponsors of Resolution 836 offered any additional troops to 

implement the resolution in Srebrenica.166 The UN Srebrenica Report concludes that even 

though the Serb attacks and strangulation of the Safe Areas in 1993 and 1994 was widely 

covered by the media and most likely by diplomatic and intelligence reports, the member 

states did not effectuate the new “Safe Area” status of Srebrenica.167 

Although several members of the Islamic Conference offered large contingents of 

troops, the Secretariat did not accept these offers because they anticipated that the Bosnian 

Serbs would never agree with the deployment of forces from Islamic countries.168 As the UN 

had opted for a peacekeeping operation instead of peace enforcement the consent of all parties 
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– including the consent of the Bosnian Serbs - was demanded. Finally, a Dutch offer to 

provide troops was accepted to replace the Canadians.  

In February 1994, after several delays caused by Serb obstruction, a lightly armed 

Dutch battalion arrived in Srebrenica.169 Its Rules Of Engagement did not explicitly involve 

the prevention or fighting off the earlier noted threat of genocide. The Dutch battalion acted in 

terms of a humanitarian mission and they were supposed to stand neutral between the 

“warring parties.” Accordingly, many influential politicians did not explain the situation in 

Srebrenica in terms of universal crimes, but only in terms of a humanitarian emergency. It 

must be said though, that nonetheless the “self-defence” as mentioned in the UN resolution 

was very broadly defined in the Dutch Rules of Engagement of March 1994. The Rules of 

Engagement may have changed at a later stage of the mission, but at the outset of the mission 

it explained self-defence as “the defence of one’s own body or someone else’s body, honour 

or material good against immediate harassment.” It also allowed the Dutch UNPROFOR 

troops to fire in case it was attempted to prevent an UNPROFOR unit from executing its task 

and when “the commander of the unit gives the order to open fire.”170 

 According to Rohde, the Bosnian Serbs barred media visits in spring 1994 after 

initially having allowed a few foreign journalists into the UN enclave. Rohde admits that most 

journalists, including him, did not make any effort to get into the enclave via a Bosnian Army 

helicopter as had been done by Tony Birtley. By early July, the focus of the media coverage 

of the war in Bosnia had almost completely shifted back to Sarajevo.171 The Dutch journalist 

Bart Rijs confirms this view as he states that journalists were depending too much on 

observations from Belgrado, Zagreb, Moscow, Washington and The Hague. He found the 

scarce reports about what happened in Srebrenica confusing and he also blames himself for 

having uncritically accepted some of the reports concerning the role of the Dutch battalion. In 

retrospect, he concludes that the Dutch reporters were as much surprised by the developments 

in Srebrenica in July 1995 as many politicians.172 

 On 7 July 1995 - one day after the Bosnian Serb forces had started their final attack on 

the enclave - Bosnian Serb Army General Milan Gvero gave an explanation for the exclusion 
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of foreign media on the Bosnian Serb radio: “There is no reason the UN and foreign media 

should be involved in the problem, since it would only serve the Muslim cause.”173 In the 

same radio programme he said that the problem of Srebrenica was mainly the result of media 

manipulation. And “Muslims are trying to bring the attention of the media to that little town 

they have already used as a joker in the war game.” According to General Gvero, the Muslims 

used the UN “Safe Area” as a cover for their terrorist actions.174 

 Foreign media attention revived after the Bosnian Serb forces had started to increase 

the pressure on 6 July by shelling the enclave. By 11 July, they had forced the Dutch 

UNPROFOR troops and the population of the enclave out of Srebrenica. A Serb camera crew 

recorded General Mladic - who had led the attack - saying: “Here we are, on 11 July, 1995, in 

Serbian Srebrenica just before a great Serb Holy day. We give this town to the Serb nation. 

Remembering the uprising against the Turks, the time has come to take revenge on the 

Muslims.”175 Soon after the fall of Srebrenica on 11 July 1995, few but persistent reports 

about mass executions were presented by Western media.176 UN Special Rapporteur for 

human rights Tadeusz Mazowiecki announced on 24 July that 7,000 of Srebrenica's 40,000 

residents seemed to have "disappeared."177 

Mass graves and genocide bring Srebrenica into global being 

 After the fall of the enclave, the Dutch UN staff denied that the Dutchbat soldiers had 

witnessed any mass atrocities. Commander in Chief of the Netherlands Land Forces General 

Hans Couzy later explained the initial “confusion” in his memoirs. His explanation indicates 

that not mentioning the deaths of the Bosnian Muslims was motivated by the higher priority 

of the safety of the Dutch peacekeepers: 

On Sunday morning [16 July], I flew to Zagreb to welcome [the Dutchbat soldiers]. 
There I got first-hand information about what had happened. The image I was presented 
with was not as shocking as reality later appeared to me. I was not informed about any 
massacre. Only one member of the medical team told me that he had seen many dead 
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bodies on the road, but others who had accompanied him in the car, declared that it 
concerned a few deaths. These were contradicting opinions and observations that were 
of little use to me. In general, I was told that the evacuation of tens of thousands of 
refugees had gone reasonably well under the circumstances. According to their 
observations, a few summary executions had taken place – which should not have 
happened – however, this number was supposedly very limited. Upon my return in the 
Netherlands, I kept silent about that. I told the minister about it, but not the press. After 
all, there were still about three hundred Dutch soldiers in the area. I did not want to 
endanger them by accusations about war crimes at an early stage.178 

 

The Dutch Minister for Development Cooperation Pronk went to Bosnia on 15 July to inquire 

about the situation. Back in the Netherlands, on 18 July, he stated in the national News 

programme Nova:  

We should not be fooled by people who say that nothing has been confirmed. 
Thousands of people have been killed. Refugees have been selected, there is no access 
to prisoners who are still there in a camp. There really have been massacres. That was 
something that we knew that could happen. The Serbs have done it before. It was 
genocide that took place.179 

 

Minister Pronk was attacked for his statements in the Dutch Parliament. De Hoop Scheffer, 

Blaauw and Hoekema, three members of Parliament from different political parties, protested 

against the classification of events as “genocide” because they thought that it was 

“irresponsible from a political point of view.”180 Nevertheless, 21 July, the Dutch Defence 

Minister Voorhoeve, who was responsible for the military mission, stated: “What happened is 

that people were deported and murdered in groups. That is genocide.”181  

On 10 August 1995, US Ambassador to the United Nations Madeleine Albright 

presented aerial photos of possible mass graves at a closed session of the Security Council.182 

For David Rohde, these photos combined with the stories of refugees from the enclave were 
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the incentives to set out for a journalistic investigation in Bosnia in order to find evidence for 

the mass executions of the former population of Srebrenica.183 He published his findings in 

the Christian Science Monitor and was the first to focus public attention on the existence of 

mass graves in August 1995. It was only after the term “mass graves” was connected to 

“genocide” in the references to the fall of the enclave, that the meaning of Srebrenica as an 

international humanitarian crime, disaster or, at least, as a European massacre184 was 

multiplied in countless reports.185   
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The operation of genocide and the reterritorialisation of responsibility 

Hannah Arendt has demonstrated in her analysis of the Eichmann trial why “genocide” 

should be conceived as an international problem and not as a local problem, and why it cannot 

simply be equated to “(mass)murder.”186 She criticised the fact that Adolf Eichmann was tried 

for his crimes against Jews under national Israeli law and not under international 

humanitarian law by the following argument. She states: “Genocide … is an attack upon 

human diversity as such, that is, upon a characteristic of the ‘human status’ without which the 

very words ‘mankind’ or ‘humanity’ would be devoid of meaning.”187 Arendt explains:  

For just as a murderer is prosecuted because he has violated the law of the community, 
and not because he has deprived the Smith family of its husband, father and 
breadwinner, so these modern, state-employed mass murderers must be prosecuted 
because they violated the order of mankind, and not because they killed millions of 
people. Nothing is more pernicious to an understanding of these new crimes, or stands 
more in the way of the emergence of an international penal code that could take care of 
them, than the common illusion that the crime of murder and the crime of genocide are 
essentially the same, and that the latter therefore is “no new crime properly speaking.” 
The point of the latter is that an altogether different order is broken and an altogether 
different community is violated.188 

 

Thus “genocide” reterritorialises the crime scene of this particular type of violence from 

a local stage to a global stage. Simultaneously, the responsibility to intervene is transferred 

from a state community to an international community.  

 The categorising as “genocide” not only gives the violence another dimension in a 

geographical context but also in a historical context. The origin of the concept and its relation 

to crimes that were committed during the Second World War contributes to its general 

understanding as “the crime of crimes.”189 The term “genocide” only exists since 1933, when 

the Polish scholar Raphael Lemkin presented the concept at an international conference.190 

The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide was adopted by 

the United Nations General Assembly on 9 December 1948 and entered into force in January 
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1951.191 The Convention “requires State parties not only to punish genocide – a measure that 

does demand legal certainty – but also to prevent and repress the crime – an action that by its 

nature must not await the certain knowledge that genocide has occurred.”192 Article 1 of the 

Convention stipulates that “the Contracting Parties confirm that genocide, whether committed 

in time of peace or in time of war, is a crime under international law which they undertake to 

prevent and to punish.”193 The Convention also says in article 8, that “any contracting Party 

may call upon the competent organs of the United Nations to take such action under the 

Charter of the United Nations as they consider appropriate for the prevention and suppression 

of acts of genocide.”194 These articles clearly state that there are international obligations 

included in the Convention.195 Moreover, since 1951, the Genocide Convention not only binds 

the “contracting parties” but every state in the world because it has become part of customary 

international law.196 According to the International Court of Justice, the obligation of 

prevention is not even dependent on the chances of success for such action: 

the obligation to prevent the commission of the crime of genocide is imposed by the 
Genocide Convention on any State party which, in a given situation, has it in its power 
to contribute to restraining in any degree the commission of genocide … [T]he 
obligation to prevent genocide places a State under a duty to act which is not dependent 
on the certainty that the action to be taken will succeed in preventing the commission of 
acts of genocide, or even on the likelihood of that outcome.197 

 
Thus - despite the fact that the Convention does not contain any provisions for those members 

who refrain from acting - intervention cannot be seen as a voluntary act.  

 Both the spatial and the historical normative aspects of genocide add to its conceptual 

weight and form a challenge to more traditional conceptions of world politics in which 

political responsibility is bounded by state sovereignty and domestic territory. In the case of 
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Srebrenica, it was only after the fall of the enclave and after the Dutch UN troops had left the 

“Safe Area” and after the mass grave reports had been published, that the framing of the 

violence  as  war crimes and as genocide began to dominate international political discourse 

on Srebrenica. In that respect we can confirm François Debrix’ findings and say that 

Srebrenica mainly took place for a world audience after it happened, notwithstanding the fact 

that warnings of a genocidal situation had been given much earlier. 

 Also after the fall of Srebrenica, the framing of the violence as a “humanitarian 

emergency” did not completely disappear. In fact, the battle about the framing of the violence 

in Srebrenica is still going on in different forms at the international courts, in the media and 

academia as I will demonstrate in the following chapters. The question whether the violence 

in Srebrenica was exceptional in the logic of the Bosnian war or part of the logic of the 

strategic war goals, is still not settled. In that respect, the shaping of responsibility for 

Srebrenica still takes place in international discourse. Moreover, this discussion is closely 

related to the construction of agency of the international community; either as helpless 

bystanders in the face of a “humanitarian emergency” or as complicit in the neglect of an 

unfolding genocide. 
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4. Lost in revisionism: The relationality of truth 

 

 

The problem with the bodies is that they are keys to how history will be told. 

And all sides in the skirmishes that still haunt the former Yugoslavia understand 

 how important controlling history is when it comes to controlling power. 

David Rohde198 

 

In 2000, David Rohde stated in the New York Times that the battle of Srebrenica was 

being continued over the existence of the dead bodies and truth.199 Even though both the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) and the International Criminal Court on the Former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) have judged that genocide has been committed by Bosnian Serbs in 

Srebrenica, the existence, the numbers and the status of the dead bodies of the Bosnian 

Muslims are being disputed.  

In the Netherlands, historian Abe de Vries, and cultural anthropologist René Grémaux 

have been prominent in questioning the status of genocidal victimhood of the Bosnian 

Muslims. Both authors have been working for the Dutch Ministry of Defence and contributed 

to the training of UNPROFOR soldiers in the preparation for their mission in Bosnia, which 

also included the Srebrenica Dutchbat soldiers.200 Grémaux and De Vries do not deny the 

Srebrenica massacre per se but have made many suggestions in that direction. Moreover, they 

see the violence that occurred in Srebrenica as the result of a battle between two armies and 
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thus not as the crime of genocide. In 1996, a year after the fall of the enclave, Grémaux and 

De Vries wrote an article The Deconstruction of a Trauma in which they stated, that  

We are to believe [the Dutch] Secretaries of State Pronk and Voorhoeve, [that] genocide 
took place. Supposedly, as the Serbs drove into the city, Dutchbat could not do more 
than watch impotently… thus Srebrenica became the symbol of our national shame. 
'Our boys' had given in to Mladic's cut-throats and thus became accomplice to the 
cruellest European bloodbath since the Second World War. This is the dominant picture. 
But it is not the only view, nor is it complete.201 

 
The authors complain about the lack of interest in the Serb side of the story and quote the 

Serb historian Milivoje Ivanišević. 

From 6th until 16th of July, he was on the spot. “No mass executions have taken place 
between Srebrenica and Bratunac,” he said during a meeting with one of us in January 
in Belgrade. “During the liberation of Srebrenica, five hundred Muslims were killed in 
the direct vicinity. I don’t know what happened elsewhere. I wasn’t there and therefore 
couldn’t see what was going on.” Ivanišević calls it highly unlikely that large numbers 
of Muslim soldiers were deliberately killed after surrender or being captured. Maybe 
excesses took place, due to the large size of the groups that were taken prisoner and the 
sometimes small number of Serb guards, but according to him the intention was to keep 
as many men alive as possible, so they could be exchanged for Serbs that were held 
somewhere else. In his view the Muslims were even lucky to be treated the way they 
were. “You should have seen the women, with all those children on their laps, that we 
have provided transport for. They would have treated us very differently.” He shows 
pictures of an Orthodox church that was turned into a goat pen, of destroyed Serb 
tombstones and of “granny Iva” (Ivanka Mirkovic), the only Serb who remained in 
Srebrenica, who was found on July 12 with her throat cut.202 

 

Over the years, the authors published many articles in the Dutch national newspapers like 

NRC, Trouw and De Volkskrant and on the internet disputing the evidence for genocide in 

Srebrenica. Sometimes their articles appeared on the opinion pages and sometimes they were 

part of the news pages.203 Following the references to the articles by Grémaux and De Vries 

on internet, leads to a broad international network of publicists that strive to revise the image 
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of Srebrenica as a genocidal massacre. In one of those internet publications, George 

Pumphrey compares the events in Srebrenica with another historical event called "Gleiwitz," 

suggesting that the NATO countries put the event in Srebrenica on stage in order to legitimise 

a military intervention in Bosnia. Pumphrey describes Gleiwitz as a key historical model that 

"was a case of murder, staged for the mass media, which in those days meant newspapers and 

radio since there was no TV."  Quoting Alexander Blank, Pumphrey recalls a   

[supposed] attack by Polish frontier guards on a German radio station in the town of 
Gleiwitz. This was the pretext for aggression against Poland [in 1939]. The Polish 
frontier guards who were supposedly attacking were in fact SS commandos and the 
victims of the attack were several inmates of Nazi concentration camps. The Gleiwitz 
incident was the provocation Hitler used to justify invading Poland which began the 
Second World War.204   

 

Jared Israel, another author who is very active in revising the Srebrenica history, wrote 

an introduction to Pumphrey's article in which he states that "the alleged mass killing never 

happened" and points at charges – for which he refers to one of De Vries' articles - "that the 

town was used by Islamist forces under commander Naser Orić to wage a campaign of terror 

against Serbs and others in surrounding villages." Israel explicitly relates the articles that 

launched an "internet critique of Srebrenica" to George Pumphrey, "an American political 

analyst in Berlin", Abe de Vries and to Diana Johnstone.205 

Recently, Edward S. Herman - an American professor best known for co-authoring 

Manufacturing Consent with Noam Chomsky206 - published The Srebrenica Massacre: 
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Evidence, Context, Politics.207 It is an edited volume that is introduced by Philip Corwin, who 

was head of UNPROFOR Civil Affairs in Sarajevo in 1995. Herman calls the figure of 8,000 

killed in Srebrenica “an unsupportable exaggeration.” He claims that “the true figure may be 

closer to 800.”208 Moreover, he states that “it is likely that the number of Muslim dead was 

probably no more than the number of Serbs that had been killed in Srebrenica and its environs 

during the preceding years by Bosnian Commander Naser Orić and his predatory gangs.”209 

Another author of the volume, Law Professor Michael Mandel, claims that the genocide 

conviction in the Krstić case was unfounded, because  

the Tribunal’s claim that genocide occurred at Srebrenica was not supported by the facts 
it found or by the law it cited. Even the Trial Chamber’s conclusion that “Bosnian Serb 
forces executed several thousand Bosnian Muslim men [with the] total number of 
victims … likely to be within the range of 7,000 – 8,000 men” was not supported by its 
explicit findings. The number of bodies exhumed amounted to only 2,028, and the 
Chamber conceded that even a number of these had died in combat, in fact going so far 
as to say that the evidence only “suggested” that “the majority” of those killed had not 
been killed in combat: “The results of the forensic investigations suggest that the 
majority of bodies exhumed were not killed in combat; they were killed in mass 
executions.”210 
 

Most of the “evidence” that has been brought forward by the revisionists is easy to dismiss. In 

the claims of Mandel, for example, he disregards that the ICTY judgement of 2001 connects 

the evidence to the testimony of witnesses. The judgement says that “the forensic evidence 

presented by the Prosecution is consistent with the testimony of witnesses who appeared 

before the Trial Chamber and recounted the mass execution of thousands of Bosnian Muslim 

men at Cerska Valley, Kravica Warehouse, Orahovac, Branjevo Farm, Petkovci Dam and 

Kozluk.”211 

The framing of responsibility 

Despite the wealth of evidence that supports the conceptualisation of the violence in 

Srebrenica as a genocidal massacre, the revisionists are quite persistent in denying it. And, as 

I mentioned before, this denial is supported by a network of academics, journalists and 
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others.212 Moreover, they do not only deny the crimes in Srebrenica, they also deny the 

existence of the Serb ran concentration camps in Trnopolje and Omarska, and other large 

scale war crimes in and outside the former Yugoslavia.213 In a critique on this revisionism, 

Marko Attila Hoare concludes that “the far left has found common ground with sections of 

conservative and far-right opinion that reject the politics of “liberal interventionism” … and 

reject globalisation and the politics of international human rights. The extremes of left and 

right have united in opposition to the democratic centre.”214 Although  Hoare gives ample and 

convincing evidence of the problems of the revisionist view on the Bosnian war, his 

conclusion might lead to the impression that “liberal interventionism”, “globalisation” and 

“the politics of human rights” are to a certain extent beyond criticism. In order to avoid a 

depoliticisation of international responsibility I will consider some more philosophical aspects 

related to the Srebrenica truth claims. 

Whether the accounts on Srebrenica aim to be truthful or not, they all shape 

responsibility in particular ways. In fact, the revisionists are quite explicit on what they try to 

establish in their accounts. According to Herman, for example, the Srebrenica massacre is 

“one of the moral and intellectual bedrocks” that legitimises “the Western interventionism in 

this post-Soviet era of rapid U.S. and NATO-bloc expansion.”  

The ICTY judgements are disqualified by stating that “from its inception the ICTY 
served as an arm of the NATO powers, who created it, funded it, chose or vetted key 
personnel, served as its police arm and main information source, and expected and got 
responsive service from the organisation. The ICTY focused heavily on Srebrenica and 
provided important and nominally independent corroboration of the massacre narrative. 
The UN is less thoroughly responsive to NATO demands, but it is responsive and in the 
Srebrenica case it came through just as the United States and its main allies desired.215 

 

Also, Grémaux believes that the general view on Srebrenica needs to be revised, as  

it is obvious that Srebrenica fell when the Western powers were looking for a pretext to 
enter the conflict on the side of the Bosnian Muslims, as well as the Croats, which 
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would enable them to give their protégés massive and open military assistance. It is 
unlikely that Mladić would in such circumstances knowingly hand his opponents a 
casus belli on a silver platter. There was simply no chance that crimes of the scope as 
alleged could be effectively concealed. It soon turned out that for Mladić Srebrenica was 
a Pyrrhic victory and actually became the long-sought stick with which to beat the 
Serbs. Soon, with NATO air support elsewhere in Bosnia-Herzegovina Muslims and 
Croats were on the march. All the more reason to investigate in greater detail evidence 
of the involvement of intelligence services in the Srebrenica massacre. Several 
witnesses refer to the fact that the shadowy figures involved in death squad killings were 
rewarded with gold or money. If that is true, then neither the bloodlust and the desire for 
revenge attributed to the Serbs, nor the alleged fury of their commander, can serve as a 
sufficient explanation for these events.216 

 
 Thus, according to the revisionists, Srebrenica and other sites of mass atrocity need to 

be contested in order to undermine the legitimacy of a liberal/capitalist interventionism by the 

US and NATO. In this respect, the revisionists demonstrate an awareness of the importance of 

the framing of “global trouble” for the constitution of present orders. However, they do not 

criticise present orders for being responsible for the traumatic events, they accuse them of 

staging those events in order to expand their powers. An idea that has been very well 

represented in the film Wag the Dog.217 Apparently, the revisionists are so much convinced of 

the staging powers of the US and its allies that they must have come to the conclusion that the 

only way to resist this power is to revise the events themselves. In this way, however, they 

mirror their enemy image and affirm the power status of the US rather than resisting it. 

US “interventionism” in Bosnia 

Before I come to the more philosophical aspects of revisionism, I want to note that the 

premise of US interventionism in Bosnia and the role that the genocide conception played in 

it, is not as self-evident as presupposed by the revisionists. Despite the fact that the so-called 

international community decision-makers including those of the United States may have given 

up the UN "Safe Area" Srebrenica deliberately, it is a misunderstanding that the genocide 

committed by Serbs was eagerly exposed. After years of passive support toward policies of 

ethnic division as a solution for "internal political problems" that were supposed to be based 

on "ethnic differences" in the former Yugoslavia, most of the international decision-makers 

have not demonstrated a willingness to face the extreme but nevertheless logical 

consequences of this divisionist policy. Quite on the contrary, during the war, Western 

politicians have gone to great lengths to avoid labelling the violence as genocide, not in the 
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last instance because it would have established a Western duty to intervene.218 The fact that 

the US government published aerial photographs of mass graves in August 1995, may indeed 

have been related to a preparation of the international audience for a more persistent military 

intervention. It should be noted however, that both the bombardments and the Dayton 

agreement did not really aim to reduce the Serb "victories". No real big policy shift – as is 

often assumed – occurred. It is rather more appropriate to conclude that the bombardments 

where a forceful continuation of the containment and appeasement policy by other means. 

The "ethnic boundaries" as they had evolved during the war were finally materialised in the 

Dayton agreement (notwithstanding the multi-ethnic pretensions of the agreement).219  

 In fact, the question becomes pertinent why the United States did not publish material 

evidence of the genocidal politics much earlier and more generously. As Charles Lane and 

Thom Shanker noted in 1996:  

Damning photographs, showing groups of hundreds of prisoners from Srebrenica 
assembled in the field near the fallen enclave, were also shown by [the US ambassador 
to the United Nations Madeleine] Albright to the Security Council in closed session but 
have not yet been made public. Witnesses said these men were massacred shortly after 
they were photographed. The pictures were later given to the War Crimes Tribunal. But 
even at that point 'the United States was not willing to provide all of its intelligence on 
the subject' to the Tribunal, according to a recent report by the National Defense 
University's Institute for National Strategic Studies.220 

 

How to make truth claims and moral judgements from ungrounded perspectives? 

A recurrent argument against poststructuralism is that accepting the assumption that 

the specifics of reality cannot be constituted outside of discourse will leave us with no moral 

weapons to defend humanity against such phenomena as the denial of the Holocaust.221 In her 

famous book Denying the Holocaust, Deborah Lipstadt accused "the deconstructionist 

approach" of complicity to give way to Holocaust deniers by having "fostered an atmosphere 
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in which it became harder to say that an idea was beyond the pale of rational thought.”222 

Lipstadt understands what she calls "deconstructionism" as a perspective that denies "a 

bedrock thing as experience" and as a "sceptical approach". She states that "because 

deconstructionism argued that experience was relative and nothing was fixed, it created an 

atmosphere of permissiveness toward questioning the meaning of historical events and made 

it hard for its proponents to assert that there was anything 'off limits' for this sceptical 

approach."223  

Although this accusation of deconstructionism seems to relate to the title of the article 

by De Vries and Grémaux (The Deconstruction of a Trauma) I will argue that relying on the 

positivist premises of a “bedrock” of reality is actually more problematic. Lipstadt's brave 

stand against the Holocaust deniers notwithstanding, I think that she misunderstands theories 

of deconstruction as a sceptical denial of subjectivity. Lipstadt links deconstruction to the 

acceptance of irrationalism by accusing deconstructionism of having removed the pale that 

marks the limits of rational thought. Thinking about the limits of rationality, which is part of 

deconstructionist thought, might indeed be an unsettling endeavour. However, it cannot be 

denied that the greatest acts of violence in history have been made possible by the apparent 

naturalness of social orders that were considered to be pre-given facts of human life.224 And 

the assumed naturalness and logic of race and ethnic differences is but one of such subjects. 

Jacques Derrida – who is responsible for the promotion of the concept of deconstruction – 

elaborates on the question "do the so-called deconstructionists have anything to say about 

justice?"225 He establishes that what he calls the "sufferance" of deconstruction is intimately 

related to an absence of rules, norms and definitive criteria.226 However, the absence of clear-

cut procedures or a set of rules that can be applied to identify truth and justice does not lead to 
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the conclusion that deconstruction is a turn to nothingness, relativism or indeterminism as 

suggested by Lipstadt. On the contrary, as Thomas Keenan has noted:  

 Ethics and politics – as well as literature – are evaded when we fall back on the 
conceptual priority of the subject, agency, or identity as the grounds of our action. 
…This means that we are not interested simply in undermining or 'deconstructing' 
foundational or essentialist ethico-political discourses, but in demonstrating that what 
we call ethics and politics only come into being or have any force and meaning thanks 
to this very ungroundedness.227  

 

The concepts and stories through which we perceive our sense of being are containers that can 

only be legitimised and stabilised by its performance in discourse. As Judith Butler notes, this  

does not imply that life and death are direct consequences of discourse (an absurd 
conclusion, if taken literally). Rather, it implies that there is no life and no death without 
a relation to some frame. Even when life and death take place between, outside or 
across the frames by which they are for the most part organised, they still take place, 
though in ways that call into question the necessity of the mechanisms through which 
ontological fields are constituted.228  

  

Since every event must have been constituted as an event in discourse before one can refer to 

it as such, the politics of denial must be included in the discursive construction of the counter 

reports. Although counter stories may reconstruct an event in an original way, they are 

necessarily a response to and an encounter with other reports. This in itself, of course, does 

not mean that every counter report must be false. Amos Funkenstein states that “closeness to 

reality can be neither measured nor proven by a waterproof algorithm. It must be decided 

from case to case without universal criteria. Everything in a narrative, factual content, form, 

images, language may serve as indicators."229 Nevertheless, Funkenstein did identify a couple 

of indicators by which he classifies certain types of narratives about the Holocaust as 

revisionist stories. He finds, for instance, that the revisionist method "consists of exploitation 

of the adversary's most trusted sources against their grain."230 They also "deny that the victim 

is a victim" and:  

 Most of them also accuse – explicitly or implicitly - the victim of being the perpetrator, 
and this in two ways. Firstly, some authors, while denying the existence of 
extermination camps, do not deny the existence of [such] camps: now in those, they say, 
Jews (Kapos) did kill other Jews in large numbers. This is all there is to the legend of 
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mass killings. If there were any, they were perpetrated by the Jews themselves. … 
Secondly, the victims become perpetrators also ex post facto: the legend of genocide 
was a world conspiracy of Jews –some revisionists add – in order to enable them to gain 
a state after the war.231  

 

 Although similar arguments can be identified in the stories that deny the genocide in 

Srebrenica, it is problematic to classify the authors as being revisionists solely based on 

Funkenstein's indicators. I will not categorise the Srebrenica deniers as revisionists simply by 

referring to the indications identified by Funkenstein. Doing so would undermine the 

argument that truth and justice can never be proven by "measuring" with general rules and 

procedures. However, Funkenstein's analysis provides for examples of how some stories do 

not seek truth in the first place, but instead aim to distort or even fully destroy the identity of 

the adversary. In this respect, the politics of denial is also dependent on the identity aimed to 

be distorted. The deniers do not necessarily lie consciously, “this may or may not be the case- 

but [their stories] are through-and-through derivative, altogether dependent in every detail on 

the story they intend to overthrow."232  

 In the following, I will argue that it is precisely in the denial of the relationality of 

truth that revisionism can be identified and that the essentialist positivist approaches display a 

special vulnerability to the phenomenon of revisionism.  

Playing into a positivist understanding of reality 

It is undoubtedly true that Srebrenica has become a symbol of the victimhood of the 

Bosnian Muslims in the Yugoslavian war. It is a symbol that is publicly upheld by a huge 

number of missing persons and grieving survivors, the physical evidence of dead bodies, the 

testimonies of eyewitnesses and a number of government and non-government institutions of 

which the War Crimes Tribunal, the UN and the International Committee of the Red Cross are 

the most important. All of these sources have become targets for the Srebrenica deniers. What 

is interesting in this case, is that the revisionists generally abuse the so-called “hard numbers” 

provided by those institutions for their arguments. As we have seen in the example of Mandel, 

numbers of missing persons, numbers of identification etcetera, are used to give their 

revisionist accounts the appearance of reliability. 
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In the case of Zdravko Tolimir, the Assistant Commander for Intelligence and Security 

of the Bosnian Serb Army who is also accused of the crime of genocide in relation to 

Srebrenica, his defence also questions the status of victimhood of the dead bodies. Although 

the DNA evidence is usually seen as providing the final and hard evidence of a victim’s 

identity, expert witness and forensic anthropologist Fredy Peccerelli gives insight in the 

intertwinedness of material evidence and the relationality of truth.233 Peccerelli notes that  

the advances in DNA have been substantial in the last couple of years, especially since 
the work carried out during the bombing of the World Trade Centre in New York and 
also during the identification process of the victims in the Balkans.  Since then, many 
advancements have been made, but in no way has this replaced traditional archaeology 
or anthropology. As a matter of fact, it has become evident in the field that DNA by 
itself does not produce identifications. A multi-disciplinary approach is necessary, 
whereby we understand the universe of the victims, understand how these victims were 
deposited in their graves, try to identify them and establish their individual biological 
profiles through anthropological analysis, and then compare all of that information with 
DNA findings.  Now it's important to understand that DNA would only be able to 
identify a victim if we have either the victim's own DNA in a database or their family's 
DNA.  So it serves just as much as ante-mortem information.  In other words, to get an 
identification, whether it be through traditional means or DNA, you need to have 
something to compare the information to. In this case, it would be familial DNA. In 
other words, we need the investigation team to find the family members of the victims. 
And in order to do that, we need to understand who the victims are.234 

 

Hence, even the ultimate materiality of the dead bodies, their DNA, does not reveal who the 

victims are. As Peccerelli remarks, we need to link the DNA information to the testimonies of 

others. It shows that questions about who the victims were and how they died are, as such,  

legitimate but also that the truth about their death is relational and therefore also complex and 

vulnerable. The revisionists of Srebrenica play into this vulnerability by largely ignoring the 

witness accounts and focusing on isolated numbers and facts. Hence, it is not coincidental the 

revisionist portray eyewitness testimonies as useless, contradictory or invalid in general. 

Linda Ryan says "The International War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague is … counting on 

small numbers of witness testimonies to carry the indictments against Bosnian Serb leaders 

accused of genocide in Srebrenica."235 She disqualifies all witness reports as invalid by 

pointing at two testimonies that contradict each other about what happened in the village of 
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Kravice. In 1996, De Vries dismissed witness testimonies because they would be 

contradictory. Two witnesses, Smail Hodzic and Hurem Suljic, are said to have given 

contradictory testimonies about executions in the area of Bratunac.236 He extends his 

argument in his more recent article (2000):  

A couple of anonymous witnesses, who recently were heard by the Tribunal (I., J. and 
K. in the trial against the Bosnian Serb General Krstić), said to have survived mass 
executions in a school, a warehouse and on a small field. Special units of the Bosnian 
Serb army would have executed more than thousand Muslims at several places. But 
without physical and technical evidence these testimonies are not very convincing. In 
1996, contradictions have been detected in similar stories. This is not to say that no 
executions happened, but the numbers that are mentioned appear to be questionable.237 
 

Pumphrey is even more outspoken. He simply gives a general dismissal of the value of 

witness reports: "Eyewitness testimony though widely used is one of the most unreliable 

forms of evidence. Based on memory of the witness and open to interpretation, this form of 

evidence proves to be one of the easiest to be manipulated and tailored or fit desired 

circumstances or discredited."238 For example, he considers the testimony by Bosnian Serb 

Army soldier Drazan Erdemovic's untrustworthy. Erdemovic testified about how he 

participated in the execution of 1,200 men who had fled Srebrenica on a farm in Pilica. 

Firstly, Pumphrey argues that no hard evidence could be linked to the testimony ("the tribunal 

is lacking both bodies and bullets"). Secondly, he questions Erdemovic's reliability on the 

bases that he is born of Serbo-Croatian parents. Having mentioned that Erdemovic had served 

in the Croatian Army (HVO) "before he crossed over to the Bosnian-Serbian side following 

punishment for allegedly having helped Serbs escape to Republika Srpska," he suggests that  

being someone who seemingly touches all bases … could be a plausible explanation for 
his asking to 'escape to The Hague'…. The only ones to gain from his testimony, would 
be those in the government in Sarajevo, and apparently this is the only one of the three 
civil war contenders against whom he does not (yet) have a grudge. Would this not also 
help explain the 'anonymous' witness (an alleged survivor of the execution) who 
testified before the tribunal that Erdemovic stopped other soldiers of the Serbian troops 
from killing him?239  
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Deconstruction as a premise for judgement 

There is no such thing as the ultimate single material piece of evidence that serves to 

proof a case of genocide. Nevertheless, the complexities and relationality of reality cannot be 

taken as an excuse not to judge. Derrida gives the example of a judge, who must take into 

account the law, and the problem that each of his decisions requires an absolute unique 

interpretation, which no existing, coded rule can or ought to guarantee absolutely.240 He says 

that we "must calculate and negotiate the relation between the calculable and the incalculable, 

and negotiate without the sort of rule that would not have to be reinvented there where we are 

cast, there where we find ourselves and beyond the already identifiable zones of morality or 

politics or law."241 Deconstruction here signifies the dark area in which we cannot refer to 

established grounds, rules or procedures that is involved in every judgement we make, 

including those about truth. Nevertheless, deconstruction is also an effort to understand a text, 

or what happened, through its relationship to other representations and contexts. As opposed 

to what is suggested by the narrative strategies of the revisionists, a deconstruction of 

"Srebrenica" is simply impossible without a very thorough engagement in the alternative 

perspectives that have constituted it as a trauma. In fact, De Vries' interpretation of 

deconstruction - by isolating and thus objectifying certain elements of the Srebrenica 

discourse - has more in common with the concept of destruction than with its philosophical 

meaning of deconstruction in the Derridean sense.  
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5. Lost in instrumentalism: The depoliticisation of military action, 

diplomacy and genocide 

 

 

To ask ourselves if violence can be a means with a view toward ends (just or unjust) is to 

prohibit ourselves from judging violence itself. 

(Walter Benjamin, 1921)242 

  

  

 In 1996, the first academic book on Srebrenica was published by Jan Willem Honig 

and Norbert Both. The instrumentalist view displayed in this work is a source for the analytic 

moral realism in the NIOD report on Srebrenica and it is also prevalent in many other 

discourses on military strategy, diplomacy and international relations.243 I will argue that this 

view not only situates military action and diplomacy outside the domain of international law, 

it also limits the ways that military action and diplomacy can be seen as productive of new 

political configurations. 

At the time of writing their book Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime, Jan Willem 

Honig was a lecturer at the Department of War Studies at Kings College in London and 

Norbert Both was a PhD student at the University of Sheffield. The views on the war of 

former EU negotiator David Owen and the academic James Gow played a crucial role in the 

making of their book as they state in their acknowledgements.244 David Owen was one of the 

main designers of the failed Vance-Owen Peace Plan (VOPP). Between 1994 and 1995, he 

employed Norbert Both as a research assistant for his memoirs. Owen published his memoirs 

Balkan Odyssey in 1995. James Gow was a colleague of Jan-Willem Honig at the Department 

of War Studies. Gow published Triumph of the Lack of Will: International Diplomacy and the 
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Yugoslav War in 1997.245 Both accounts on the war in former Yugoslavia represent specific 

views on the causes and courses of the Bosnian war.  

In 2000, Norbert Both published his PhD research From Indifference to Entrapment, 

in which Dutch responsibility towards the war in Bosnia and Srebrenica is further explored in 

terms of “moral and political entrapment” of Dutch diplomacy and military action.246 

According to the author, the term entrapment refers to “commitments which could neither be 

kept nor withdrawn…. When the political commitment includes a military component, 

military entrapment lurks in the shadows of the initial, home-made moral and political 

entrapment.”247 This can be understood as a critique on Dutch foreign policy as being too 

principled and lacking a more pragmatic instrumentalist approach towards their foreign policy 

goals. The NIOD report builds on this argumentation for its consequentialist approach as well. 

Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime is aimed at a wide audience. Despite the fact that 

both Honig and Both are academics, they have published their book in a non-specialist style. 

There are no explicit reflections on theory and there is only a limited number of references to 

the sources of their statements. The book has been translated from English in three other 

languages; Dutch, Serbo-Croat and German.248 The account is centred on the events that 

happened between 6 and 16 July 1995 when “the Serbs seized the Srebrenica Safe Area, [and] 

expelled 23,000 Bosnian Muslim women and children and captured and executed thousands 

of Muslim men.”249 It does so in a very detailed way. It not only includes a history of 

Srebrenica during the Bosnian war, but international policy and military strategies are 

discussed as well. The many quotes of witnesses, such as victims, NGO personnel, politicians 

and soldiers of all sides add a strong sense of immediacy to this reconstruction.  

Framing responsibility 

Honig and Both introduce their by a clear outline of international responsibility for 

Srebrenica. They state that there is “strong criticism” towards many parties (“the UN Security 
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Council, the Bosnian government, the five-nations Contact Group and, in particular, the 

Dutch government”) but “final culpability…. must rest squarely on the shoulders of the most 

senior Serbian politicians and officers.”250 Honig and Both define the Srebrenica massacre as 

an act of genocide by Serbs. It was “committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such’.”251 The authors explicate that genocide 

goes beyond war crimes (like “the summary execution of prisoners of war and/or civilians”) 

and even beyond crimes against humanity (like “murder, extermination … deportation, 

imprisonment, torture, rape, persecutions on political, racial and religious grounds and other 

inhumane acts”).252 This outline of responsibility is, however, more ambiguous than the clear 

outline of their introduction suggests. The authors situate the Bosnian Serb genocidal project 

as a defensive strategy aimed at preserving a Serb nation. As such, Honig and Both’s 

reconstruction of responsibility implies an instrumentalist interpretation of the crime of 

genocide. Likewise, military and diplomatic actions are approached in a depoliticised and 

instrumental way.    

Honig and Both state that the book has three goals: “The first is to give a detailed 

interpretation of the “battle” for Srebrenica from 6 to 11 July and the deportations and mass 

executions that followed. The second is to explain why the Bosnian Serbs attacked the 

Srebrenica Safe Area and sought systematically to kill so many Muslim men. The third is to 

analyse why the international community did not prevent these Serb actions.”253 These goals, 

limit the “battle” for Srebrenica to 6 days in July 1995 and this battle is the core of the 

account. Secondly, the goals limit the responsibility of the “international community” to the 

role of a bystander who “did not prevent these Serb actions.”254 This role is further defined by 

adding that “the safe-area policy failed because of a contradictory moralistic impulse and a 

lack of collective will to use (some) force on the part of the international community.”255 The 

“contradictory moralistic impulse” of the international community is explained as the 

dilemma of wanting to oppose ethnic cleansing whilst not wanting to risk the lives of 
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peacekeepers.256 Moreover, the authors implicitly position the UN military outside the domain 

of the morally confused international community. They state that “senior UN military 

commanders were developing a strategy that sought to address realistically the military 

problems of keeping the UN peacekeeping mission in Yugoslavia alive and also giving the 

Safe Areas a chance of success.”257 Also, the Dutch UN battalion is excluded from any 

substantial responsibility for the failed safe-area policy. According to Honig and Both “the 

failure of the safe-area policy in the case of Srebrenica was not … in the first place a failure 

on the part of the Dutch blue helmets in Srebrenica or the peacekeeping mission the former 

Yugoslavia.”258 They submit that the often criticised fact that there were only a limited 

number of lightly armed Dutchbat soldiers in the enclave could even have been a strategic 

advantage for the defence of the enclave: 

A common argument is that these Safe Areas failed because of a lack of troops…The 
truth is that no number of troops, except, ironically, for perhaps a very small total, 
would have worked. The more troops that were put in the enclaves the greater the 
logistical nightmare would have been. As long as they lacked essential supplies (a 
condition the Serbs seemed determined to maintain), increasing the number of UN 
troops would make no difference. Counter-intuitively, it is conceivable that a smaller 
group of soldiers could have protected the enclaves no worse and possibly better. They 
could have been more easily supplied through the air and, if need be, evacuated by 
helicopter. But their strength (and this was, in effect, no different for the Dutch) would 
have had to rely on a credible threat located outside the enclave – which brings one to 
the question of air power.259   

Genocide and “ethnic cleansing” as instrumental warfare  

 There are several reasons why the definition of the crime scene and the perpetrators by 

Honig and Both is more ambiguous than it seems at a first glance. The authors emphasise that 

the Serb war in Bosnia was “highly organised and that ethnic cleansing was part of a 

deliberate strategy.”260 When ethnic cleansing is defined as “part of a deliberate strategy” it is 

thus considered as a means of warfare and not as a (military) end in itself. The aim of the war 

is defined as preserving the “unity of the state,” which subsequently materialised in the war 

for a Greater Serbia.261  
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 Although it is implied in their reconstruction of the events in Srebrenica, Honig and 

Both do not elaborate extensively on the idea of “ethnic cleansing” as a military strategy. This 

perspective is, in fact,  explained in James Gow’s book Triumph of the Lack of Will. Honig 

and Both frequently refer to this book and use a similar conceptual framework to describe the 

role of the military. Gow frames “the strategy of ethnic cleansing” as “commensurate with the 

Serbs “coercive tactics.” According to Gow, the Serb forces were “strong in heavy weapons” 

but “lacked sufficient manpower to press the full advantage of their arsenal.”262 “Coercive 

tactics” like “the besieging and stand-off bombardment of areas occupied by Muslims, or 

under the control of the Bosnian Government, using heavy artillery” and the use of “shock 

troops” enabled them “to induce capitulation and flight” without having to engage in casualty-

intensive operations like close combat and street fighting.263 Gow states that  

whereas ethnic antagonism may have been the primary motivation of Serbian 
nationalists, for the military ethnic cleansing had a practical strategic purpose. If there 
were no hostile or potentially hostile populations in the areas to be embraced within the 
new borders, then there could be neither political nor, crucially, armed opposition: in 
guerrilla war or terrorism, in Mao’s famous dictum, the fighter is a fish in water, relying 
on a supportive community; thus to remove the community through ethnic cleansing 
was to leave the fish out of water.264 

 

This argument is problematic because it is self-referential. It disregards that the military 

“threat” of the “hostile or potentially hostile population” or “Muslim community” did not 

precede the military actions and that this “hostile Muslim community” was rather constituted 

through the Serb actions. It leaves no room for the interpretation that Muslims were “hostile” 

to the establishment of a new state (Greater Serbia) because it was destroying the status quo 

ante of an independent multi-ethnic Bosnia and Herzegovina. In that case, the Serb military 

subscribed to a revolutionary reality that was yet to come; the political and utopian ideal of an 

ethnically homogeneous Greater Serbia. Neither Honig and Both nor Gow convincingly 

demonstrate that a “hostile community” and a “threat” would have also existed in case the 

Serb forces had decided not to fight.  

 The division between means and ends is typical for discourses on military strategy. It 

positions the military in an instrumental and thus quasi a-political and pragmatic domain and 

denies the very fact that the nature of military acts in itself is productive of political subjects 
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and possibilities. Unwittingly, Honig and Both demonstrate the problem of this approach in 

their analysis of the role of the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) in the course of the war. In 

their reconstruction the war aim of a Greater Serbia is posed as a response to the dissolution 

of Yugoslavia and not as a cause: 

The dissolution of Yugoslavia presented [the JNA] with a fundamental problem neatly 
summarised by the Federal defence Minister, General Veljko Kadijević: an army cannot 
exist and operate “without a clearly defined state.”265 With Yugoslavia falling apart, 
what new state could the army serve? Even before the conflict in former Yugoslavia 
erupted in 1991, the officer corps had been dominated by Serbs. Close to two thirds of 
officers before 1990 and almost all senior officers claimed this ethnic origin. Obviously, 
these men were already looking towards Serbia. … The JNA’s enemies were those bent 
on destroying the old Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia: The Slovenian and 
Croatian nationalists and Bosnian Muslim “fundamentalists”. The logical objective 
seemed therefore the creation of a new Yugoslavia in which all those supporting the 
federal ideal could live. In practice, with the defection of non-Serb officers and rising 
Serb nationalism, this meant the creation of a Greater Serbia in which non-Serbs would 
no longer pose a threat to the unity of the state.266 

 

Implicitly, this reconstruction shows that it was in fact the JNA that linked a homogeneous 

Serb identity to the definition of “unity of state.” It related its conditions of existence to the 

simultaneous constitution of an enemy defined as the ethnic others. Honig and Both, however, 

purport it to be “obvious” that the Serb ethnic origin of the predominant part of JNA officers 

identified with Serbia in case a “federal ideal” could no longer provide the basis of a unified 

state. But the question is, whether this “federal ideal” was not already inscribed by a Serb 

nationalist imaginary articulating territorial demands in ethnic terms. According to Laura 

Silber and Alan Little, the Communists “hijacked” the Serb nationalists’ cause as early as 

April 1986.267 Moreover, Silber and Little show that JNA actions played an important role in 

the dynamics that led to the secession of Slovenia and the beginning of the war.268 The war 

objectives, indeed, were only ever imaginable through the very existence and actions of a 

Serb JNA. In this perspective, Serb military actions and strategies are not external to the 

process of “the dissolution of Yugoslavia” but they have constituted it as well. Silber and 

Little further show that the actions of the Serb forces can be counted to the causes of the war 
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and it was through a “ceremony of war” that the Serbian state-to-come could be imagined. 269  

War in this respect is not only a clash of interests, or a purely physical force, but also 

productive in a performative way. When, for example, on 11 July 1995, the commander of the 

Bosnian Serb Army General Ratko Mladić, speaking on television from “Serbian Srebrenica,” 

said he gave the city as a “present to the Serb nation,” he was actually acting in name of a 

future Serb state.270 Therefore, violence by the Bosnian Serb Army was not only a conserving 

violence in the sense of conserving the unity of state by “securing” a Serb identity; it was also 

a founding violence. It acted in name of a state to come. It was a coup the force and a 

performative that was only conservative in expressing itself in terms of nation and state, but 

revolutionary, destructive and productive in its making. As Derrida has pointed out, only “a 

‘successful’ revolution, the ‘successful foundation of a state’ … will produce après coup what 

it was destined in advance to produce, namely, proper interpretative models to read in return, 

to give sense, necessity and above all legitimacy to the violence that has produced, among 

others, the interpretative model in question, that is, the discourse of its self-legitimation.”271 

Precisely this occurs in the reconstruction by Honig and Both when they separate military 

strategy (in this case “ethnic cleansing”) from the (criminal) war aims.  

 Admittedly, the explanation by Honig and Both of the Serb position in the Bosnian 

war as outlined above may be understood to describe the Serb viewpoint on the war so as to 

explain their motivation. After all, the authors do position the Serb politics of ethnic cleansing 

as a severe crime. However, by posing “ethnic cleansing” as instrumental to the end of a 

unified state this “crime” appears to become a logical necessity by the very way it is posed, 

and thus seemingly becomes devoid of a political and moral dimension. The instrumentalist 

view is in line with the authors’ critique exposed elsewhere in their account. Morality is 

interpreted as a force that has blinded politicians for the real situation of the Bosnian war. The 

authors, for example, state that “the fundamental flaw with the Dutch decision-making 

process regarding the deployment of combat units to Bosnia was that it was driven almost 

exclusively by moral outrage. The public, Parliament and the government all wanted to do 

something about the war. But few considered carefully whether something that was actually 
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useful could be achieved.”272 Thus and so, the injustice of the war is presented as a “belief” 

and a “perception.” The authors state that the consensus opinion in the Netherlands was that 

“the Serbs and Serbian aggression were the guilty party” and that “a majority of Dutch 

believed that this guilty party should not just be contained but punished.”273 The authors also 

state that (in 1993) the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) “perceived” the ethnic cleansing of the 

Bosnian Muslims as “the major injustice of the war.”274 Apparently, the author’s view 

presupposes the actual possibility of a more “realistic” moral-free approach to the 

phenomenon of “ethnic cleansing.”  This view is represented in the authors’ factual style of 

describing the character of the Bosnian war. This characterisation is important because their 

answer to the question “Why did the Bosnian Serbs kill the men of Srebrenica in cold blood?” 

is related to it.275 They describe the character of the war in Bosnia as a situation in which the 

Muslim men posed a pointed threat to the Serbs, who were educated in the traditions of 
people’s war and who aimed to create an ethnically pure Serb territory. And, as the 
police chief of Serb-controlled Banja Luka commented in 1992, “In ethnic warfare the 
enemy doesn’t wear a uniform or carry a gun. Everyone is the enemy.” Civilians were 
considered indistinguishable from soldiers. … Since Srebrenica had been one of the 
main refuge places for Muslims from eastern Bosnia, executing the men would give the 
Serbs a more secure hold over the region. Both the requirements of people’s war and the 
dictates of ethnic purity demanded that potential resistance now and in the future, be 
minimised. As many men as possible had to be killed.276 

 

In this characterisation the authors do not position the Muslim men as a perceived threat. 

They simply state that “Muslim men posed a pointed threat.”277 Obviously, this could be read 

in the context of the logic of the “dictates of ethnic purity” and of “the traditions of people’s 

war” as part of a Serb view. However, the authors accept the premise that the desire for ethnic 

purity was a logical result of the wish to preserve the unity of state in a nationalist 

environment. In that case one can no longer be sure of the illegitimacy of the “dictates” and 

“traditions” that materialised in “ethnic cleansing.”  

 According to Honig and Both, 16 January 1991 was a crucial date for the coming war 

in Yugoslavia. On this date “six months before the Yugoslav war of dissolution began, 

Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic had lunch with ambassadors of the European 
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Community countries. He told them that if Yugoslavia were allowed to break up, Serbia 

would seek to carve out a new Serbian state.”278 This was a clear protest against the European 

Community’s recognition policy. At this occasion, Milosevic issued an explicit warning to the 

ambassadors: “The position which I have sketched for you now is the ultimate compromise 

Serbia is willing to accept. If this is not attainable peacefully, one forces Serbia to use the 

tools of power which we possess, but they do not.”279 Honig and Both put the later events in 

Srebrenica in the context of this meeting: “The Serbian plan for creating a new state with new 

borders boded ill for the small town of Srebrenica in the eastern part of the Republic of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, close to the border with Serbia. For according to Milosevic’s vision, 

eastern Bosnia was to become part of this new, ‘greater’ Serbia.”280 Honig and Both go along 

with Milosevic’s perspective in which Serb nationalism is positioned as a result of, and a 

defence against, the process of dissolution and not as a cause. Although the new “unity of 

state” was no longer based on a multiethnic federal ideal but instead became a signifier of an 

ethnically defined territory, the authors do not dispute, or even question, the legitimacy of the 

wish for this “unity of state,” but present it as a “logical objective.”281 Moreover, it is 

discussed in defensive terms, which implies that the new state is depicted as an already 

existing political community in need of protection against the “threat” of non-Serbs. As long 

as “ethnic cleansing” is presented as a defence of the “unity of state,” it will indeed be hard to 

see injustice. After all, in international society the unity of state (or state sovereignty) is 

generally seen as foundational for its existence. From this point of view, violence that is 

aimed to conserve such a foundational unit can be only conceived of as a natural force and 

thus can never be judged in moral terms.  

 This brings us to the question why the authors nevertheless explicitly condemn the 

actions by the Bosnian Serb Army as war crimes and genocide. Their position can only be 

reconciled with the logic of their argument by the assumption that under positive law (in this 

case the Geneva Conventions and the Genocide Convention) as opposed to natural law, the 

Serbian “unity of state” could not be established legally with recourse to military violence. 

The violent establishment of a sovereign state based on ethnic homogeneity is approached as 

a political reality that happens to be prohibited under positive international law especially 
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when this is being done by strategies and tactics of warfare like “ethnic cleansing.” Although 

this line of thought is only implicit in the logic of the text, it is interesting to note that James 

Gow explicitly questions the status of international law in relation to military violence. In his 

book The Serbian Project and its Adversaries (2003), which is based on his work as an expert 

adviser and expert witness for the office of the Prosecutor at the ICTY, he states that  

where human rights activists might well make allegations and seek to elevate atrocities, 
on certain matters, such as the use of artillery, the more sober soldier with a professional 
appreciation of military necessity and proportionality, as well as elements feeding into 
strategic, operational and tactical calculations, might have more understanding of the 
forces at work on a commanding officer seeking to reconcile means and ends. In the 
end, it may well be that there are some aspects of the war crimes canon, despite the 
outrage of civilians, where only professional soldiers are qualified to make assessments 
over the type and degree of use of force in a particular case. There can be no doubt that 
military judgement not that of human rights lawyers, has to be paramount in such cases 
– just as the professional assessment of lawyers tends to take precedence over that of 
non-professionals on legal matters.282 

 

Gow argues that “the Serbian strategy at the heart of the war was in essence criminal – a 

strategy of war crimes. Despite this, an understanding of the strategic context might even, 

controversially mitigate charges against the accused in some cases.”283  Thus, this line of 

argument, which is also followed by Honig and Both, does not only disconnect the violent 

acts by Serb forces (the means) from the political aims (the end), it also places these acts in 

some cases outside the sphere of international law as, according to Gow, “only professional 

soldiers are qualified to make assessments over the type and degree of use of force in a 

particular case.”284  

 I will return to the relation between this problematic de-politicised perspective on 

military violence and international diplomacy later. First, I want to point at the consequences 

of this perspective for the assessment of the UN peacekeeping mission in Bosnia. 

The UN military as strategic realists 

          Honig and Both claim that “senior UN military commanders were developing a strategy 

that sought to address realistically the military problems of keeping the UN peacekeeping 

mission in Yugoslavia alive and also giving the Safe Areas a chance of success.”285 Regarding 
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the assessment of the position of the UN soldiers, including Dutchbat, the reduction of their 

role to military strategists is as problematic as it is for Serb forces. Much of what Derrida has 

said about the role of the police is relevant for UN forces as well. The peacekeepers aren’t just 

peacekeepers. They are the often faceless representatives of an international society. They 

“produce the [international] law that they are only supposed to enforce.”286 Each time the law 

(or the UN mandate) is indeterminate enough to give them the chance they become 

themselves lawmakers. “Where there are police [UN military] we can no longer discern 

between two types of violence, conserving and founding, and that is the ignoble, ignominious, 

disgusting ambiguity.”287 “Peacekeeping” here is not a means towards ends, but a law making 

language that itself produces international society.  

 Especially in the Bosnian war, ambiguous UN mandates provided ample room for 

military politics. Examples of this can also be found in Honig and Both’s account, although 

they are presented as “strategy” instead of “politics.” For example, according to Honig and 

Both, it was General Morillon who put Srebrenica on the agenda of the UN Security Council 

by shifting the world’s attention towards the embattled town. In March 1993  

contacting his government in Paris, Morillon told them that he feared that the Serb 
intention was to ‘cleanse’ all of eastern Bosnia and that another Vukovar was in the 
making. If this were to happen, the peace talks chaired by Vance and Owen would 
inevitably collapse. … Morillon felt that if he could stabilise the situation on the ground, 
he could save both Srebrenica and the peace process. He decided to go to Srebrenica and 
turn the world’s attention to the plight of the isolated enclave.288 … In New York, 
Morillon’s superiors in the UN Secretariat were angry that he had not consulted them 
before going into the enclave. They feared that they were losing control and that 
Morillon was pushing the UN into the role of a “Safe Area” protector: a responsibility 
that the UN Secretariat was anxious to avoid.289  

 

Nevertheless, Morillon succeeded in shifting the world’s attention to Srebrenica and Honig 

and Both frame the adoption of the safe area concept for Srebrenica (Resolution 819) by the 

Security Council as a direct result of this attention.290 The broadcast of Morillon’s declaration 

in the enclave given on the balcony of the post office (PTT) in Srebrenica (“You are now 

under the protection of the UN forces … I will never abandon you.”) was crucial to this 
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attention.291 This statement was also a performative act in name of an international security 

concept (UN protected zone) that was yet to be established and formalised. In that respect, 

Morillon’s performance was a founding act, or coup the force that was profoundly political in 

its outcome. Moreover, the example demonstrates the problem of interpretation and 

assessment. Where Morillon sees the idea of a protected area as a way to stabilise the situation 

in order to save the Vance-Owen plan, Honig and Both later present the adoption of the “safe 

areas” construction as a “stop-gap” for the failed Vance-Owen plan. In their view this plan 

failed, because it was opposed by the United States and safe-areas functioned as a 

diplomatically “less dangerous alternative” to the Vance-Owen peace plan.292 This once more 

shows the political nature of the (inevitable) role of interpretation and assessment in the 

process, whether they be done by soldiers, diplomats or academics. Moreover, in this case it 

further clearly shows that it is not correct to allocate political responsibility “squarely on the 

shoulders of the most senior Serbian politicians and officers” as suggested by the authors. In 

fact, many more shoulders have enabled the conditions of possibility for the events in 

Srebrenica to occur.   

Lord Owen’s diplomatic “realism” and the politics of enclave multi-ethnicity 

 I have given a few examples of how political responsibility of the military stretches 

beyond the instrumental conception of “strategy.” A similar argument can be made in regard 

to the limitations of the instrumental view on international diplomacy. Like military actions, 

diplomacy and even “failed” diplomacy can be productive of political subjects and political 

possibilities. Honig and Both (and James Gow) have posed the Vance-Owen plan (VOPP) as 

a diplomatic instrument that could have ended the war in Bosnia in an earlier stage. It is thus 

posed as a missed opportunity of the international community to have saved the lives of 

many, including those in Srebrenica.293 The argument can be made though, that the VOPP 

(and other peace plans) was more than just a policy option and a missed opportunity in 

relation to fate of Srebrenica. In fact, the VOPP (and other international responses to the 
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violence) profoundly influenced the course of war in many respects. This is an example of 

why the responsibility of the “international community” is more substantial than just being a 

passive bystander paralysed by a “contradictory moralistic impulse” like Honig and Both 

suggest. In order to show this, I will elaborate on the VOPP and its problematic assumptions 

on nationality and ethnicity in the next section.  

Between 1992 and 1995, David Owen played an important role as EU negotiator in the 

(former) Yugoslavian war. He was the co-author of the Vance-Owen Plan (VOPP), which was 

presented in January 1993 after other EU initiatives had failed. Owen and his co-negotiator 

saw the solution for the Bosnian war in a decentralised state in which the principal functions 

would be carried out by autonomous provinces. However, “when it came to determining the 

nature of the provinces, the co-chairmen – though supposedly following the non-ethnic nature 

of the London Principles, and having rejected arguments for ethnic homogeneity - nonetheless 

reverted to ethnic considerations.”294  

 Owen’s frame of reference of the war was one of complexity, dissolution, civil war 

with some international dimensions and some specific assumptions about territory and 

identity. In his memoirs, he states that the terms “aggressor” and “victim” did not apply to 

“the dissolution of Yugoslavia.”295 According to Owen, “the true situation was obviously far 

more complex than that dichotomy implied – and anyhow, they were terms better avoided 

publicly by a negotiator.”296 In an interview with Foreign Affairs of February 1993, he 

categorised the war as “both a civil war and a war of aggression.” He explained this by stating 

that “the Bosnian Serbs are fighting for territory in which they have lived for centuries. They 

have of course been aided and abetted by Serbs outside Bosnia-Herzegovina. And they have 

been substantially equipped militarily by Serbs outside Bosnia-Herzegovina. It is a very 

complex war in its origins.”297 Owen argument that “Serbs are fighting for territory in which 

they have lived for centuries” is a very questionable historical assumption. Moreover, it 
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reveals a primordialist perspective on Serb ethnicity, which happened to coincide with the 

preconditions of Karadžić’s claim on a Greater Serbia.298  

 It is revealing to see what Owen considers to be the biggest mistake in the 

international responses to the war: “In retrospect, the biggest mistake, and the one that made 

the continuation of war inevitable, was … the rejection by EC Foreign Ministers on 29 July 

1991 of the suggestion made by the Dutch Presidency in a COREU telegram sent out on 13 

July.”299 This telegram was according to the NIOD report an initiative taken by the Dutch 

Director-General for Political Affairs Peter van Walsum.300 Van Walsum’s proposed to 

redraw Yugoslavia’s internal borders so as to give maximum ethnic homogeneity in each 

constituent part.301 According to Owen “the unwarranted insistence on ruling out changes to 

what had been internal administrative boundaries within a sovereign state was a fatal flaw in 

the attempted peacemaking in Yugoslavia… Of course the world has to be aware of the 

dangers of drawing state borders along ethnic lines; but the world also has to recognise the 

dangers of ignoring ethnic and nationalist voices.”302 Owen referred to the redrawing of 

borders option as “the solution which dare not speak its name.”303 The consequences of this 

view were evident in the VOPP. 

 Although Owen did not formally add ethnic labels to the ten provinces (or cantons) of 

the VOPP, the official map issued with the plan, as Noel Malcolm notes, “all parties to the 

negotiations understood that the basis of the plan’s territorial division was primarily ethnic, 

and it immediately became the normal practice of all parties to refer to the provinces 

envisaged by the plans as Serb, Croat or Muslim.304 Moreover, Owen himself refers in Balkan 

Odyssey to “provinces with a clear Serb majority,” “the Muslim-majority province,” 

“provinces … allocated to the Serbs,” and “Serb provinces.”305 For Owen “the sheer presence 
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of more than one ethnic group within the external borders of the state, even if those groups 

were in their own spaces, was sufficient for the polity to qualify as multi-ethnic.”306 This is 

what Campbell calls “enclave multi-ethnicity.”307 It is the politics of aiming to substitute a 

complex and plural society by “the aggregation of predominantly homogeneous entities 

within a thin veneer of external unity.”308 This politics provided Owen’s conception of multi-

ethnicity to be consistent with partition.309 In practice the only way to establish this ethnical 

homogeneous provinces would be a large-scale forced population transfer, because “the 

VOPP would have meant that nearly 43 percent of Bosnian Serbs, 44 percent of Muslims (30 

percent if Sarajevo was regarded as ‘Muslim’), and 37 percent of Bosnian Croats remained 

outside their majority areas after the state was divided into provinces.”310 Moreover, as 

Campbell notes, “the partition proposals consciously override any consideration of what the 

Bosnian government argued and fought for, what any of the non-nationalist groups in Bosnia 

advocated, or what any of the hundreds of thousands of individuals who would be forced to 

move from their homes against their will might say or do.”311 

 Even though the VOPP was not implemented, it did affect the course of the war in 

Bosnia. “Members of “majority” communities began to act violently toward those the VOPP 

marked as minorities, even when such distinctions could not be easily made on the 

ground.”312 As Kemal Kuspahić noted:  

The maps of a divided Bosnia-Herzegovina passed around at international conferences 
have become more of a continuing cause for the tragedy that has befallen us than a 
solution. When those maps were first introduced into the negotiation process in March 
1992, in Lisbon, Serbian forces started intensive campaign to “cleanse” the territory 
designated on the maps as “theirs.” They embarked upon yet another campaign of 
killing, raping, imprisoning, and expelling all non-Serbs.313   
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Areas that were designated in the VOPP as “others’” were targeted as well: 

In fact, both parties had begun an offensive to improve their positions on the ground 
during the preparation of the Vance-Owen plan. The ABiH tried to conquer the suburb 
of Ilijas near Sarajevo and had started a counteroffensive from Tuzla in the direction of 
Eastern Bosnia, as a response to a VRS offensive on Muslim areas, in particular the area 
around Srebrenica that had started in the middle of February 1993.314 

 
It also states that, “the Bosnian Croats regarded the Vance-Owen plan as legitimising the 

ethnic cleansing of the territory allocated to them.”315 The Mostar canton was one of those 

territories. The ABiH was now drawn into a multi-front war against two adversaries. This 

weakened their position in Srebrenica.316 

 Obviously, this is not Owen’s interpretation of his diplomatic efforts in his memoirs. 

Although  the VOPP had been rejected by a Bosnian-Serb referendum by 96% of the votes, 

Owen blamed the United States government for “ditching” the plan. Moreover, he connects 

the results of the rejection of the plan to the later events in Srebrenica: “By August 1995 it 

was painfully apparent how damaging the US decision to ditch the VOPP in May 1993 had 

been. The Bosnian Muslims had now been ethnically cleansed from Zepa and Srebrenica and 

the Croatian Serbs from the Krajina.”317  

 The fact that the VOPP could have saved Srebrenica as part of a Muslim-majority 

Tuzla province is emphasised by Honig and Both as well.318 The authors do not consider the 

option that the VOPP may have been part of the reason that Serb forces had reopened their 

attack on the Muslim enclaves in Eastern Bosnia January and February of 1993. The role of 

the VOPP illustrates that Honig and Both’s instrumental view on the international responses 

to the conflict has serious shortcomings. Moreover, it shows that those parties (or the so-

called members of the international community) who are considered to be outside the conflict 

by Honig and Both, in fact are implicated in the course of the war. This sheds a different light 

on international responsibility. Responsibility cannot only be found in “the lack of will” 

argument, but also in what the international community actually did. As Campbell states,   
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the idea that the settled norms of international society – in particular, the idea that the 
national community requires the nexus of demarcated territory and fixed identity – were 
not only insufficient to enable a response to the Bosnian war, they were complicit in and 
necessary for the conduct of the war itself. This is because inscribing the boundaries that 
make the installation of the nationalist imaginary possible requires the expulsion from 
the resultant “domestic” space of all that comes to be regarded as alien, foreign, and 
dangerous. The nationalist imaginary thus demands a violent relationship with the 
other.319 

 

The ICTY judgement on the crimes of Momčilo Krajišnik, the former chair of the Bosnian 

Serb Parliament and a close aid of Karadžić, refers to how Krajišnik felt that the Serb policy 

aim of an ethnically divided Bosnia was supported by the European peace plans. “On 28 

February 1992, at a meeting of the SDS Deputies’ Club, [Krajišnik] reiterated the objective of 

dividing Bosnia-Herzegovina and mentioned that the European Community had also started to 

think along the same lines. He said: “every Serb has a pistol and a map.”320   

Professionalism 

 Gearóid O’Thuathail has argued that the authors like David Owen and other actors in 

the Bosnian war tend to reason in a realpolitik or pragmatic way. He states that this is "the 

product of a masculinist culture of professionalism and expertise that defined itself by its 

ability to suspend moral questions and judgements, often recognised and coded in feminine 

terms as "passion" and "emotional" arguments, in order to "see things in a realistic and hard-

headed way" and to eventually "get the job done."321  

Indeed, as it comes to a critique on the role of outsiders, Honig and Both do blame 

different kind of “moral forces” to have freed the way for the Serb ethnic cleansing 

campaigns. According to the authors, examples can be found in the decision-making process 

of the Dutch government: “the fundamental flaw with the Dutch decision-making process 

regarding the deployment of combat units to Bosnia was that it was driven almost exclusively 

by moral outrage.”322 But also, for example, in the decision-making process of the American 
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government: “Madeleine Albright is criticised because she contributed to the failure of the 

Vance-Owen plan, as she believed it was an “immoral” plan.”323  

 The notion of the “professional” can only be imagined assuming the existence of a-

political tools and strategies. In the view of the authors, wars could be, or even should be, 

objectively and effectively managed by “professionals” of the international community and 

their (diplomatic, military of academic) instruments. Consequentially, this constitution of 

world affairs creates an extra-moral and extra-juridical position for those “professionals” like 

soldiers, diplomats and academics. It constitutes forms of political agency and responsibility 

without any means of democratic and/or juridical control. What Derrida once said about the 

police may be true for soldiers and diplomats too:  

They make themselves ‘rechtsetzend,’ ‘lawmaking,’ legislative, each time law is 
indeterminate enough to give them the chance. [They] behave like lawmakers in modern 
times, not to say lawmakers of modern times. … we can no longer discern between two 
types of violence, conserving and founding, and that is the ignoble, ignominious, 
disgusting ambiguity.324 

 

This ambiguity of conserving and founding violence (or the ambiguity of law enforcement 

and the production of law) in the actions of Serb soldiers, UN peacekeepers and diplomats has 

no place in the instrumental view of Honig and Both. Consequently, the instrumentalist view 

obscures the politics involved in what is usually seen as the actions in the “field” and by that 

very fact it obfuscates accountability for it. In other words, it is a recipe for authoritarian 

forms of management, which easily disqualify alternative voices as “morally confused”, “not 

realistic” and thus irrelevant. 

 At a first glance, positioning professionals as just “means” towards “ends” may seem a 

modest and an even hopeful interpretation of their societal role. A more careful consideration 

shows, however, that it eventually covers up their highly political - and perhaps we should 

even say “morally confused” - positions in the wide spectrum of world politics. What is more, 

the dual effect of “instruments” – or the double edged sword in terms of being both means to 

an end and as productive of new political settings - is lost in these analyses of what happened 

in Srebrenica. 
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6. Lost in hard knowledge: Uncertainty, intelligence failures and 

the “last minute genocide” of Srebrenica  

 

 

And the General went on to make a very wise observation: “Look, you’re always wanting 

things to be clear and logical,” he remonstrated with his seatmate. “And I do admire you for 

it, but you must for once try to think in historical terms. How can those directly involved in 

what’s happening know beforehand whether it will turn out to be a great event? All they can 

do is pretend to themselves that it is! If I may indulge in a paradox, I’d say that the history of 

the world is written before it happens; it always starts off as a kind of gossip. So that people 

who have the energy to act are faced with a very serious problem.” 

(Robert Musil) 325 

 

According to NIOD researcher and intelligence specialist Cees Wiebes, the fall of 

Srebrenica in July 1995 was an “intelligence failure.”326 He states that “since … none of those 

involved had prior knowledge of the assault, a “proper” response was ruled out right from the 

start.”327 It is one of the main conclusions in the research report by the Netherlands Institute 

for War Documentation (NIOD) on the failed UN peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica that a 

supposed disdain for intelligence collection during peacekeeping operations within the UN 

organisation and the Dutch government prevented the possibility for an adequate response to 

the attack on Srebrenica.328 This conclusion has been substantiated in a five hundred paged 

supplement to the official Dutch Srebrenica research report which was published in 2002329 
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and in a book volume of the series Studies in Intelligence History published in 2003.330 

According to the report, the attack on the enclave by Serb forces in July 1995 and the murder 

of ten thousand Bosnian Muslims came as a complete surprise to the soldiers of the Dutch 

battalion (Dutchbat) and to the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR).331 Wiebes 

later concluded that “a key lesson learned is that intelligence must be completely integrated 

into all aspects of the planning and execution of peacekeeping operation.”332  

The NIOD report on intelligence was hailed in the Guardian by Richard Aldrich as 

“one of the most sensational reports on western intelligence ever published” and as a report 

which has “staggered” officials by its findings and led to the resignation of the Dutch 

government.333 Like Wiebes, Aldrich concludes that “the broader lessons of the intelligence 

report on Srebrenica are clear. Those who were able to deploy intelligence power, including 

the Americans and their enemies, the Bosnian Serbs, were both able to get their way. 

Conversely, the UN and the Dutch government were deprived of the means and capacity for 

obtaining intelligence for the Srebrenica deployment, helping to explain why they blundered 

in, and contributed to the terrible events there.”334 Other reports on intelligence in the United 

States and the United Kingdom leave us with a similar impression that an adequate 

intelligence supply could have saved the world from a lot of misery. Not only the attacks of 

the 11th of September could have been prevented, but also, the war in Iraq would not have 

been fought on the assumption that it possessed weapons of mass destruction.335 According to 

Pat Roberts, the chairman of the bipartisan US Senate Intelligence Committee, this 

misjudgement should not exclusively be attributed to the US intelligence services.  He called 
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it “a world-wide intelligence failure.”336 As a result of those reports, a Cold War-like 

consensus has emerged holding that improved intelligence capacities will reduce the risk of 

surprise attacks and thus would make our world more predictable. Preventing war and 

especially terrorist surprise attacks have become a matter that seems too important to leave to 

politicians. Instead technology and intelligence should do the job. Moreover, the call for more 

and better intelligence is not only an issue when national security is at stake, but for UN 

peacekeeping missions as well.337  

The NIOD report on Srebrenica recognises that “intelligence failures are seldom 

caused by a lack of information. The cause more often lies in its processing and 

interpretation.”338 Many analysts have purported that strengthening the intelligence 

organisation and a better co-operation of the (inter-) national intelligence services could solve 

those problems. Within the US, the UK, the UN and in the Netherlands this view has resulted 

in a reform of those institutions including provisions for a greater financial and political 

independence. I will demonstrate, however, by a close reading of the NIOD research on 

intelligence and the predictability of the fall of the Srebrenica enclave that other, more 

fundamental, problems in relation to ideas of how the near future is predicated are at stake. I 

will argue that in this case the reconstruction of uncertain (near) futures closes off some 

important questions of responsibility for the political and military choices that were made 

before, during and even after the failed mission. I take the NIOD report and the fall of the UN 

“Safe Area” as a case study, because it exemplifies a more general problem in the use of 

intelligence reports to master uncertain futures and sometimes traumatic pasts. Moreover, 

some parallels can be identified in the legal reasoning of the War Crimes Tribunal in The 

Hague (ICTY). The NIOD report is used by both the prosecution and the defence at the ICTY. 

“Surprise attack” and/or “genocide”?  

The NIOD researchers have reconstructed the events in Srebrenica as an “organised 

mass murder” that was triggered by the “surprise” of the outbreak of Muslim men from the 
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enclave combined with an eagerness for revenge and a wish for “ethnic cleansing.”339 This 

argument was restated in 2011 by the former NIOD director Hans Blom.340 It is concluded 

that “with hindsight there are no indications that the increased activity of the Bosnian Serb 

Army (VRS) in East Bosnia at the beginning of July 1995 was aimed at anything more than a 

reduction of the Safe Area Srebrenica and an interception of the main road to Žepa. The plan 

of campaign was drawn up on 2 July. The attack commenced on 6 July. It was so successful 

and so little resistance was offered that it was decided late in the evening of 9 July to press on 

and to see whether it was possible to take over the entire enclave.”341 Similarly, the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) concluded in its judgement on the crimes in Srebrenica 

that the VRS changed their military objective from “reducing the enclave to the urban area ... 

to taking over Srebrenica town and the enclave as a whole” on 9 or 10 July.342 In this 

judgement – that also draws upon the rulings by the ICTY – the idea of a surprise attack is 

reconciled with the crime of genocide. This framing of the events carries great weight for 

judgements on predictability and responsibility for the events, especially since the crime of 

genocide depends on the issue of planning and intent and also includes a responsibility of 

prevention for the international community. It thus also carries great weight for the 

responsibility of the Dutch/UN peacekeeping operation and other relative outsiders of the 

international community since the level of uncertainty and thus unpredictability is related to 

the possibilities of an adequate response.  

 I will firstly analyse this framing of the violence in Srebrenica by examine the NIOD 

research on intelligence and foreknowledge of the fall of the UN “Safe Area” and then 

connect its epistemology to the argumentation in the rulings of the ICTY and the ICJ. 
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According to NIOD researcher Wiebes, intelligence is “a product that is manufactured 

in a (sometimes complicated) production process.”343 With Jennifer Sims he defines 

intelligence as “information that is gathered, organised and analysed for players or decision-

makers.” Only when there is an “intelligence needs plan” drawn up by the “consumers” (the 

military and/or policy makers) and a specific production process by intelligence agencies, 

“information” can become “intelligence.” With Gregory Copley, Wiebes emphasises that 

“intelligence is only intelligence when it is in the hands of the consumer.”344 In this concept of 

intelligence, information is objectified as something that can be found and manufactured. This 

allows Wiebes to speak about intelligence on Bosnia that was, for example, delivered “in little 

chunks” by the British foreign intelligence service, and - according to an unidentified British 

intelligence official – “incidentally, this intelligence was not of the highest quality; on a score 

of 1 to 5 this official would value the material at 2 or 3, or in other words: “Not really good 

stuff”.” 345 

Carol Medlicott has noted that there are similarities between old forms of geography 

exploration and theories of intelligence. The idea of “intelligence collection” resembles 

historical practises of geography as the collection of artefacts and specimens that could be 

brought back, categorised and displayed. A distant reality is being explored, objectified and 

systematised by experts.346 However, as Medlicott states, “the geographic community is 

actively critiquing this mode of knowing; but the intelligence community is not.”347 There is 

an interesting comparison to be made between texts produced through geographical 

exploration from the late sixteenth century through the end of the Enlightenment and 

Wiebes’s text. These texts have in common that they make a largely unknown world visible 

for an educated western audience.348 Moreover, as Dorinda Outram states “the essence of the 

explorer’s claim was to be trusted as an eyewitness to a world that few or no others had 

seen”349  
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With Foucault, however, we can understand that the traditional representations are 

necessarily tied to systems of social control. Analysis (observation, classification, 

systematisation and the implicated hierarchies and norms) is a tool of discipline and therefore 

a political technology.350 Especially because intelligence is treated as a special category of 

knowledge closely related to secrecy, it leaves hardly any space for critical judgements, nor to 

alternative reconstructions of the research cases. In this respect, it is worth noting that the 

specific research conditions at the NIOD research centre (re)produced some similarity 

between the status of the NIOD researcher and that of a special agent. Bas Blokker reported in 

a Dutch newspaper: 

In Amsterdam, the third floor of the NIOD–building has been fundamentally 
refurbished, which was ordered by the national security service (BVD) to be sure that 
state secrets stay secret. The researchers - whose antecedents have been screened by the 
BVD - all get office doors, which have been made heavier and are secured by a 
combination lock and a Judas hole. There are six safes with key and number locks for 
confidential documents, one for the server of the computers that are only connected with 
each other and have no open connection to the outside world, and one locker for copies 
of the computer files. There are also curtains in case anyone from the houses at the other 
side of the road tries to look inside. (…)  The group will work in silence. No interim 
publications. A NIOD employee who has nothing to do with the research tells how it 
works when he approaches an assistant of the Srebrenica team: “Don’t look at the 
computer! Don’t look at the computer!”351 

 
It is not my primary objective to qualify the intelligence research “products” as good or bad in 

itself, but I will argue that the role of both the researcher and the intelligence agents are more 

than a tool in the processing of information.  

Classifying intelligence 

At first glance, Wiebes’ report seems to comprise contradictory findings. On the one 

hand he states that it was clear “that the abandonment of the enclaves had been the subject of 

discussion in diplomatic circles for some time, because it was generally acknowledged that 

they were not viable”352 and  

that in particular Srebrenica and Žepa would not be able to continue for long, in both 
humanitarian and military terms. The VRS [Bosnian Serb Army] had the areas in a 
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stranglehold and the “neck” was being squeezed ever tighter. Less and less humanitarian 
aid was arriving and the Serbs had a constant military advantage in equipment, 
firepower and troops, making a swift conquest a constant possibility.353 

  

On the other hand, Wiebes states that “no one expected that the enclave would be taken.”354 

This contradiction can exist because of his specific classification of collected intelligence, 

which turns out to be decisive for the outcome of the report. He distinguishes several types of 

intelligence differentiated by collection, technology or aims. Two of those classifications are 

important for this analysis: “strategic intelligence” and “tactical intelligence.” Wiebes gives 

the following definition of “strategic” intelligence: 

Strategic intelligence can be defined as an activity undertaken by a state or community 
with the aim of “gathering, analysing, distributing and utilising information and know-
how to further its own ends relative to other states, political groups, military powers, 
movements or individuals”. This is especially relevant in the phase before the direct 
involvement of the UN. In concrete terms, examples would be asking questions about 
the origin of the conflict, what is at stake and the strategic political objectives and 
interests of the international community. Strategic intelligence is often read by the 
senior-most policy makers charged with setting the objectives of grand strategy and 
ensuring that military force is exercised for purposes of achieving national interests.355 

 

According to Wiebes – who ignores that the “national interest” aspect in his definition of 

strategic intelligence might contradict the aims of UN peacekeeping - this information is 

needed during peacekeeping operations to assist in understanding the political and military 

situation between the warring parties. Wiebes does not give a definition of “tactical 

intelligence.” Instead he describes its aims:  

Tactical intelligence is necessary in support of the troops on the ground, so that they are 
able to carry out peacekeeping activities, such as monitoring a ceasefire or a suspension 
of hostilities. Examples might include the locations of ceasefire lines, trenches, 
minefields and checkpoints. After all, the intentions and capabilities of all warring 
parties, especially in a local area, must be mapped out if the UN mission is to have any 
chance of success.356 

 

He states that “a distinction must be drawn between “strategic” and “tactical” prior 

knowledge. Strategic prior knowledge relates to the patterns of expectation extending over a 

long period. This knowledge existed in plenty, because the Bosnian Serbs had often declared 
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that they would one day take over the enclaves.” However, he adds, “an attack on the enclave 

was not expected.”357 For this expectation we would have needed tactical prior knowledge, 

which is “the core of intelligence work” and is “formed by tactical indications, such as troop 

concentrations, tanks, trucks and new trenches. If these tactical indications were not noted, 

then the attack on Srebrenica should indeed be regarded as an ‘intelligence failure’.”358 As 

stated in the introduction of this paper, Wiebes concludes that no such knowledge was 

available and in that respect “Srebrenica was an intelligence failure.”359 This is the reason that 

he can describe the fall of Srebrenica as a surprise attack.360 This conclusion implicates that 

Dutchbat did not know what was happening when the enclave was attacked, nor what was 

happening to the fifteen thousand Muslim men (and a few women) who fled the enclave.  

Tactical foreknowledge as an instable category 

The conclusion that there would have been no tactical foreknowledge of the attack on 

Srebrenica is being disputed by other sources. Wiebes mentions the fact that members of the 

Bosnian army (ABiH) state that they did give several forewarnings of an oncoming attack. 

However, he disqualifies the ABiH as a reliable source on the grounds that the army was 

allegedly not equipped with enough personnel to make “near-real time intelligence” possible. 

By this he means to say that though it could have tapped the communication of the Bosnian 

Serbs, it was not able to interpret the information in time. Wiebes states that a general of the 

ABiH “ claimed that the messages were actually intercepted and analysed in real time. This assertion 

should, however, be treated with the utmost scepticism. If the Bosnian Muslims did have real-time 

Comint then why did they not use it? According to a US intelligence official, this would have been the 

“best PR stunt ever,” and the Bosnian Muslims could have screamed “bloody hell and murder”.”361 

The manner in which Wiebes puts this, is cynical in relation to the events that followed. Even 

more so, since he also states that even if the ABiH had warned against a coming attack, the 

information would have been dismissed because of a supposed “Cry Wolf mechanism.” His 
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explanation of this “mechanism” is that the ABiH had given false alarms so often that they 

were no longer believed by the UN troops.362 

Dutchbat soldier Schuurman, told the Dutch news magazine Vrij Nederland a different 

story. He said that the situation in Srebrenica deteriorated in March 1995 and that “the flight 

ban over the enclave was no longer respected by the Bosnian Serbs. However, the UN 

peaceforces did nothing. ... In March I went for three weeks on leave to Zagreb. At Zvornik I 

saw Serb attack helicopters. Since I could see them from the bus, one would assume the 

intelligence services must have been able to see them too, wouldn’t you?” 363 Schuurman 

informed his leaders about what he saw outside the enclave. “At the end of June, the Muslims 

already said the Serbs were going to attack. They had seen heavy artillery. Behind the hills we 

heard tanks driving. Trees were cut down, foxholes were dug. We thought, ‘this is going all 

wrong.’”364 

 The denial of the presence of any foreknowledge is also heavily disputed by the 

investigative journalists of the Dutch VPRO radio programme Argos.365 According to them 

the German former General Manfred Eisele, who had a high ranked position at the UN 

Department of Peace Keeping Operation in 1995, said that he had received reports that 

contained evidence of preparations by Serbian forces for an attack on Srebrenica. This 

evidence contained aerial photos that displayed reinforcements of the troops, the building of 

new bunkers and the construction of corridors in the woods by trees that had recently been cut 

down. Eisele also confirmed that options had been discussed in the UN Department of 

Peacekeeping Operations to counter a coming attack.366 Moreover, journalist Andreas 

Zumach has demanded a rectification from the NIOD because Wiebes has dismissed the 

publications of this German journalist in which he states that he received intercepts of two US 

intelligence officers, which contained talks between Mladic and Belgrade. The US 

intelligence officers had told Zumach that it was known by mid-June that Serbian forces 

planned to attack Srebrenica.367 In a recent BBC television documentary, Joris Voorhoeve, the 
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minister of defence at the time that Dutchbat was deployed in Srebrenica, stated: "I know 

from intelligence sources that there were already Serb decisions to take the three Eastern 

enclaves among which was Srebrenica. Those decisions were taken probably in May and June 

- two months before." He further alleges that the international community knew the attack 

was coming: "Two security council members had knowledge that the attack was coming. I'm 

not saying they had knowledge the attack would be followed by mass murder. In any case 

they did not do anything with this knowledge.”368 

 Again, it is not my objective to point out the factual inaccuracies of the NIOD report. 

Instead, I want to point at a more profound conceptual problem that is produced by the 

Wiebes’ strategic/tactical classification of foreknowledge. The category of “tactical prior 

knowledge” is narrowed down to such an extent that in fact any judgement of the situation 

and possible preparation for contingencies becomes pure speculation. Contextual knowledge 

is dismissed as strategic knowledge, which Wiebes defines as only relevant to “the objectives 

of grand strategy”. According to Wiebes, the outcome of strategic knowledge cannot be 

considered to be “hard intelligence” where the military should act upon.369 However, as we 

can see in Wiebes’ description of tactical knowledge, knowing the intentions of all parties is 

also part of this “hard intelligence”. Thus intentions are assumed to be closely tied to hard 

intelligence facts like (locations of ceasefire lines, trenches, minefields, checkpoints, etc.) and 

not to other, perhaps more political schemes of interpretation. Although Wiebes states that “it 

is the job of intelligence in a peacekeeping environment to penetrate the subterfuge of the 

various actors in order to comprehend their true intentions,” he modifies the possibility of 

gathering hard intelligence on intentions.370 He quotes Clausewitz saying: “War is the realm 

of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is based are wrapped in a 

fog of greater or lesser uncertainty” and he approves of Max Metselaar who suggests that we 

could not know what Mladic was up to, because he changed his plans constantly and often at 

the last moment.371 “Obviously, what an aggressor does not yet know himself can hardly be 

expected to be determined by one’s own intelligence sources. Even the enemy’s military and 
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political elite itself is often, until the last moment, not completely certain about many of these 

elements”.372 The question here is, whether the “fog of war” is created by the instability of 

Mladic (and others from the political and military elite) or by Wiebes’ own narrow definition 

of tactical foreknowledge that disqualifies contextual knowledge as irrelevant for military 

action and thus destabilises any expectation of what could happen. 

The politics of “hard knowledge” and the (ir)relevance of political expressions 

The crimes committed by Serb forces do fit in a pattern of violence in what was 

openly called the “ethnic cleansing” of Bosnia. The media and others have reported widely on 

this. Wiebes’ perspective on the violence diverts attention from the fact that as early as March 

1993, Srebrenica’s existence was completely at the mercy of Serb forces that were strangling 

the enclave. At the time, a UN mission reported to the Security Council that Srebrenica was 

practically under siege with Serb forces controlling access to it and that inhuman conditions 

prevailed in the enclave with potentially catastrophic consequences.373 It reported that 

Srebrenica had become the “equivalent of an open jail,” and that the refusal of Serb forces to 

allow medical assistance together with the cutting of the water supply and electricity had put 

into effect “a slow-motion process of genocide.”374 Even though Resolution 819 had declared 

the city a Safe Area, the UN mission reported that the actual situation did not correspond to 

either the spirit or intent of the resolution.375 The Security Council report of 1993 states that 

the “deliberate interdiction by Bosnian Serb paramilitary units of humanitarian assistance 

convoys” constituted according to Resolution 819 “a serious violation of international 

humanitarian law.”376 Moreover, the UN mission reported about a “pattern of hostilities by 

Bosnian Serb paramilitary units against towns and villages in Eastern Bosnia” and “continued 

deliberate armed attacks and shelling of the innocent civilian population.”377 

Several other examples of planning for the violence in Srebrenica have been brought 

before ICTY and ICJ  by the prosecution. The ICJ notes in its judgement that  

The Applicant contends that the planning for the final attack on Srebrenica must have 
been prepared quite some time before July 1995. it refers to a report of 4 July 1994 by 
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the commandant of the Bratunac Brigade. He outlined the “final goal” of the VRS: “an 
entirely Serbian Podrinje. The enclaves of Srebrenica, Žepa and Goražde must be 
military defeated.” The report continued: “We must continue to arm, train, discipline, 
and prepare the RS Army for the execution of this crucial task – the expulsion of 
Muslims from the Srebrenica enclave. There will be no retreat when it comes to the 
Srebrenica enclave, we must advance. The enemy’s life is to be made unbearable and 
their temporary stay in the enclave impossible so that they leave en masse as soon as 
possible, realising that they cannot survive there,.”… The Applicant sees the “final 
goal” described here as “an entirely Serbian Podrinje”, in conformity with the objective 
of a Serbian region 50 km to the west of the Drina river identified in an April or a May 
1991 meeting of the political and State leadership of Yugoslavia.378 

 

The ICJ decided that this report was not significant, as “the Court observes that the object 

stated in the report, like the 1992 Strategic Objectives, does not envisage the destruction of 

the Muslims in Srebrenica, but rather their departure. The Chamber did not give the report any 

particular significance.”379 

In March 1995, Radovan Karadžić, the president of Republika Srpska, issued a 

directive to the Bosnian Serb Army concerning the long-term strategy for the Srebrenica 

enclave. In this directive, known as Directive 7, it was specified that the Bosnian Serb Army 

was to: 

[C]omplete the physical separation of Srebrenica from Žepa as soon as possible, 
preventing even communication between individuals in the two enclaves. By planned 
and well-thought out combat operations, create an unbearable situation of total 
insecurity with no hope of further survival or life for the inhabitants of Srebrenica.380 

 

Strangling the enclave was also part of the plan: 

The relevant State and military organs responsible for work with UNPROFOR 
and humanitarian organisations shall, through planned and unobtrusively 
restrictive issuing of permits, reduce and limit the logistics support of 
UNPROFOR to the enclaves and the supply of material resources to the Muslim 
population, making them dependent on our good will while at the same time 
avoiding condemnation by the international community and international public 
opinion.381  
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On 31 March, Directive 7.1 was signed by the Bosnian Serb Army commander Ratko Mladić 

in which he ordered active combat operations around the enclave.382 By mid-1995, the 

humanitarian situation of the Bosnian Muslims in the enclave was catastrophic, just as it was 

envisaged in the decree.383  

The Genocide Convention specifies that genocide means any of the following acts 

committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical or religious group, as 

such:  

a. Killing members of a group 
b. Causing seriously bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 
c. Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 
physical destruction in whole or in part;  
d. Imposing measures intended to prevent birth within the group; 
e. Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.384 

 

Especially point c seems to adequately describe Karadžić’ plan before the enclave was 

overrun. Yet, the Trial Chamber of the International Criminal Tribunal on the Former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) deemed Directive 7 (and Directive 7.1) insufficiently clear to establish 

that those who issued those directives had genocidal intent, concluding instead that the 

genocidal plan crystallised at a later stage.385  

Both the ICTY and the ICJ have judged that (only) the events after the fall of the 

enclave (the mass executions and other killings committed from 13 July onwards) can be 

considered to be genocide. The ICJ judgement explains that “the acts of genocide need not be 

premeditated and the intent may become the goal later in an operation.”386 

According to Edina Bećirević “most Hague investigators and prosecutors do not see 

genocide as a social and political process, but rather as a one-off military action.”387 This 

seems to be the case in Wiebes’ report as well. Bećirević points at the inflammatory remarks 

that Karadžić made during the initial phase of the conflict. In October 1991 he spoke at the 

Bosnian-Herzegovinian Parliament, which had been debating a referendum on the 
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independence from Yugoslavia. Karadžić gave the following warning, which was broadcast 

on television: “Do not think you will not lead Bosnia and Herzegovina into hell and the 

Muslim people into possible annihilation, as the Muslim people cannot defend themselves in 

case of war here.”388 Bećirević also points at Krajišnik who presided over a parliament whose 

members used genocidal rhetoric in their normal day-to-day speech.389  

The Bosnian American fiction writer Aleksandar Hemon has called Karadžić 

“genocide’s epic hero.” He describes how Karadžić (a former poet and psychiatrist) attuned 

his performances to the heroism of the grand epic poetry of Serbhood. In this tradition Petar 

Petrovic Njegos’s poem “The Mountain Wreath” (“Gorski vijenac”) stands out as “the 

foundational text of Serbian cultural nationalism.”390 In the lines of this poem - which is 

according to Hemon, familiar to nearly every Serbian child and adult - the central figure, 

Montenegrin Bishop Vladika Danilo “recognises that the total, ruthless extermination of the 

Muslims is the only way: ‘Let there be endless struggle,’ he says. Let there be what cannot 

be.’ He will lead his people through the hell of murder and onward to honour and salvation: 

‘On the grave flowers will grow/ For a distant future generation.’”391  

However, these political expressions and images and their bearing on the political 

future of Bosnia do not fit in the framing of “relevant facts” for the foreseeability of the 

violence in Srebrenica by the ICTY and the ICJ, nor does it in the framing of Wiebes. In 

Wiebes’ perspective the conceptual categorisation of tactical/strategic intelligence does the 

job by excluding earlier political expressions as non-tactical knowledge. Instead the “tactical” 

knowledge that would be relevant to what could happen is only acknowledged in terms of 

“hard knowledge” which is then framed in a very narrow scope of time and place. In this way, 

not only very few phenomena become relevant facts, but, perhaps more importantly, the 

narrow framing destabilises their meaning. They become “uncertain” and open for many 

interpretations as they are no longer connected to the social and political schemes of 

interpretation that might have produced those “relevant facts” in the first place. This politics 
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of “hard knowledge”, as I would like to call it, makes it impossible to see whether the massive 

violence against the Muslims happened as a response to Muslim actions or as a prerequisite.  

The isolation of facts that are supposed to be part of a rather (military) technical chain 

of events in which one action is supposed to cause the next, tends to overlook the logic and 

power of concepts that govern the actions of individual actors and that (military) politics is 

also a process of sense-making instead of a causal series of responses.392 The emphasis on 

technical causal relations denies the dependence of relevant facts on the schemes of 

interpretation that make them into relevant facts or not. The logic of action is not so much 

determined by the facts that one encounters but a result of the disciplining power of concepts 

that determine what is normal, logical and therefore meaningful action. If it has become 

normal to consider human beings in terms of ethnically defined groups that pose a threat to 

each others existence, then it becomes a meaningful action to try to eliminate the other group. 

If not, it is a completely senseless action. And even if the elimination of the other group can 

be positioned in history after direct “provocations” of the members of that very group took 

place, the elimination cannot be unproblematically explained in terms of causal relations. The 

concepts and logic that govern human action – if not spelled out in administrations and direct 

written orders - can only be recognised in relation to a  broader social and political spectrum 

and in the context of patterns formed by other actions.  

This is not to argue however, that histories fully determine human action. It is a call 

“to develop a political consciousness of the historically inflected construction of 

contemporary political life and to discern or fashion openings or possibilities there.”393   

The social and legal understanding of intent 

Moral responsibility for futures to come cannot be equalled with legal responsibility. 

In this respect it is important to point at the schism between the social understanding and the 

legal understanding of genocide as Larissa Van den Herik has established.394 As Van den 

Herik notes, the purpose of the 1948 Genocide Convention in this respect are twofold, namely 
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to prevent and punish genocide.395 Whereas the political debate is commonly directed at the 

question of the prevention of this crime, the legal debate on genocide is mostly related to the 

punishment of those who committed genocide. Since it is a fundamental principle of law that 

the accused is to be considered to not guilty unless his or her guilt is proven “beyond 

reasonable doubt,” the genocide convention is interpreted in a very strict and narrow way.396 

However, for political decision making related to the prevention of mass murder or genocide, 

a narrow legal, if not legalistic,  interpretation of what is going on, is not appropriate in the 

midst of a pattern of gross violence against humanity so overtly present.  

Nevertheless, the narrowness of the legal debate on genocide and intent seems to have found 

an even narrower interpretation in the official historical reconstructions of the Dutch failed 

UN peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica (1993-1995) by the Netherlands Institute of War 

Documentation. Although the report is very rich in historical detail, references to the logic of 

the politics and patterns of violence in terms of a (threat of) genocide are generally avoided. 

Instead, the idea of predictability of the fall of the enclave and the subsequent mass killing is 

represented in the rather technical discourse of military tactics and intelligence studies.  

The ICTY even has further narrowed down the scope of the crime of genocide since 

the initial indictment of 1995 and the military-technical discourse appears to dominate the 

court proceedings as well. In 2009, the ICTY restructured the initial Karadžić indictment by 

dividing the general count of genocide on the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina into two 

specific counts, limiting the allegation of genocide to distinct time periods and locations; one 

count relating to the period between 31 March 1992 and 31 December 1992, charges the 

crime of genocide in eight municipalities representing the locations in which according to the 

prosecution the “most extreme manifestations” of the intent to partially destroy the Bosnian 

Muslims and Bosnian Croats as such took place.397 Although  the prosecution argued that it 

“intends to prove these allegations by relying, in part, on the cumulative effect of the evidence 

supporting the individual crime sites and incidents, and the resulting patterns of criminal 
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conduct that emerge from these incidents,” it was not allowed to bring evidence for more 

locations.398 The second separate count charges Karadžić for genocide in Srebrenica and 

relates to the period between 6 July 1995 and 1 November 1995.399 The prosecution stated 

that the division into two separate counts for genocide would make Karadžić’ case more 

effective.400  

Florence Hartmann, a former spokeswoman of the ICTY, notes that narrowing down 

the scope of crimes in Srebrenica has turned the events into a “last minute genocide,” 

indicating the irony of treating the crime of genocide as a local affair.401 At the 14th 

anniversary of the 1995 Srebrenica massacre, the Prime Minister of Republika Srpska Milorad 

Dodik, belittled the events in Srebrenica by stating – without, however, any of Hartmann’s 

poignant irony - that it was a “local genocide committed by a small number of soldiers and 

army officers.”402 According to Edina Bećirević, author of the book Genocide on the River 

Drina,403 Dodik was able to make his remark based “on rulings by the International Court of 

Justice and the Hague tribunal, both of which define the events of July 1995 in Srebrenica as 

genocide. They describe other crimes committed by Serb forces as ethnic cleansing, similar in 

scope but lacking ‘genocidal intent.’” She also points at the fact that the ICTY approach 

conflicts with an earlier judgement by a German court that sentenced Bosnian Serb 

paramilitary leader Nikola Jorgic for genocide committed in the city of Doboj in 1992, a 

sentence which was upheld by the European Court of Human Rights.404  

The narrowing down of crimes that constitute genocide, does leave more and more 

crimes to the relatively new legal category of ethnic cleansing, which is a form of forced 
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deportation. According to John Quigley, the categorisation of the violence as either ethnic 

cleansing or genocide is, however, controversial:  

Genocide requires intent to destroy a group. If one forces a group out of its home area 
through violence, it has been argued, one does not intend to destroy the group but rather 
to disperse it. That position hinges on what is meant by “destroy” in the Genocide 
Convention. One might regard dispersing a group as destruction, but the matter is not 
entirely clear from the text of the Genocide Convention.405 

 
Ethnic cleansing and genocide are increasingly presented to be different forms of violence and 

thus not part of the same logic. Numbers of deaths and the concentration of killing in time 

play an important role in the assessments.406 As a result of this legal classification, it might be 

more difficult to recognise any forewarnings of genocide.  

 

Since the subjects of inquiry are increasingly isolated in time, space and social 

context, it is hardly surprising that they also appear increasingly more random, unpredictable 

and senseless. If the isolation is combined with a politics of “hard knowledge” presupposing 

modes of causation whereby the one action is supposed to cause the next and in which the 

(military technical) chain of events is treated as unrelated to broader political expressions and 

schemes of interpretation, surely we can expect futures to be even more surprising. The 

interpretations of facts and circumstances as potential threats to the social order or specific 

groups cannot be depoliticised by simply putting them in the (technical) domain of 

intelligence services. Not only the interpretations in the NIOD’s historiography but also the 

ICTY and ICJ rulings can be seen as examples that close off paths for the mobilisation of 

histories that are more inclusive of the workings of language and images and could help to 

give a better understanding of their bearing on possible futures.  

The reconstruction of the events as a surprise as has been done in Wiebes’ study, has 

the effect of a deresponsibilisation of the third parties. After all, one cannot be responsible for 

what is unknown. However, in this respect, Cees Wiebes nuances the importance of the 

question whether Srebrenica was an intelligence failure and a surprise attack or not. He refers 

to the case of the fall of Zepa, which was another Safe Area close to Srebrenica that was 

attacked after Srebrenica had fallen. He finally concludes that “this enclave did not fall due to 
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a lack of intelligence, but due to the unwillingness of the international community to do 

anything else than accept a fait accompli.”407  
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7. Lost in social order: State narratives and the memory of trauma 

 

   

 There were shades of Srebrenica in today’s talks.  

(NATO official, 2005)408 

 

 In 2006, in a speech named “Forever United” Minister of Defence Henk Kamp stated 

before a group of former Dutchbat soldiers:  

Dutch society, politics and the Defence organisation have struggled with Srebrenica for 
a long time: the role of politicians, the role of the international community and the role 
of Dutchbat. Many debates in Parliament and many investigations were necessary 
before the Netherlands cleared its own mind and got a clear view on what really 
happened during those terrible days in July. The reports by the United Nations, the 
Dutch Institute for War Documentation [NIOD] and the parliamentary inquiry proved 
that the responsibility for the mass murder cannot be attributed to the soldiers of 
Dutchbat.409 

 

After this statement, Kamp emphasised how much Dutchbat soldiers have suffered from the 

lack of recognition for their difficult position and work in Srebrenica by Dutch society and by 

the international community and the injustice of it all. He presented to every Dutchbat soldier 

a decoration as the symbolic “completion of rehabilitation.”410 Two Dutchbat soldiers were 

mentioned by name to indicate their special status in this process of rehabilitation: Dutchbat 

commander Thom Karremans and the commander of the Dutchbat Bravo Company Jelte 

Groen. Both have received a large share of negative public attention because of their role in 

Srebrenica. Karremans’ leadership qualities are being questioned and Groen’s name is 

connected to two painful incidents. Groen has been accused of not having responded 

adequately to the misconduct of the soldiers in his company. This misconduct included 
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racism, sexism, right wing extremism, rudeness and lack of empathy towards others.411 

Furthermore, Groen has been accused of a lack of commitment to the Bosnian Muslims of 

Srebrenica since he decided not to aim fire directly at the Serbs even when Dutch soldiers 

were attacked by them. It was debated whether this decision was in line with the orders he had 

received or not. Kamp, however, explicitly expressed his trust in Karremans and Groen and 

also in all other former Dutchbat soldiers. Moreover, he situated the difficult position of 

Dutchbat and the lack of public recognition for their actions in a perspective of a better future. 

Kamp addressed the hardship of Dutchbat soldiers and turned their suffering into a narrative 

of progress. He claims that the hardship the Dutchbat soldiers had undergone, has led to 

significant improvements in Dutch crisis management operations:  

After 1995, Dutch soldiers have never been deployed again under conditions 
comparable to those of Dutchbat. The Hague has learnt the lessons that were necessary, 
all beit at a high price for Dutchbat. Many things changed after 1995: no more “double 
keys” in the line of command, stricter conditions for the feasibility of peacekeeping 
missions, strongly improved intelligence capacity, better armament and better aftercare. 
… All these changes [now] contribute to a good and well prepared participation of the 
Netherlands in crisis management operations.412 
   

In Kamp’s ritual of rehabilitation he not only turned the Srebrenica experience into a practical 

lesson, he also re-establishes the position of the Netherlands as a provider of security and not 

as a potential destroyer of security. A cable by Chat Blakeman, the Deputy Chief of Mission 

of the American Embassy in The Hague connects Kamp’s speech to the Dutch mission in 

Afghanistan:  

During his tenure, Kamp repeatedly called for the Dutch military to move past their 
failure at Srebrenica; his first trip as defence minister was to Bosnia in an effort to bury 
the ghosts of the past. While GONL [Dutch government] officials reject any linkage to 
Afghanistan, critics are quick to note the insignia presentation followed closely on 
charges by Canadian military officers that the Dutch lacked guts regarding the perceived 
need to hunt and kill Taliban forces in Afghanistan. Indeed, while publicly Kamp has 
called for the Netherlands to move on, DAO [Defence Attaché Office] contacts 
acknowledged that the Dutch military privately offered Dutchbatters a chance for 
redemption by serving in Afghanistan -- a strange offer, given Kamp's statements that 
Dutchbat has suffered too long. It is clear that as the Dutch military struggles to 
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overcome the past and honour its veterans, emotions within Dutch society are still raw 
ten years after its military's failure at Srebrenica.413 

 

Blakeman’s cable demonstrates that Kamp’s performance was probably not only aimed at the 

Dutchbat soldiers, but also at the Dutch image in the Afghanistan mission.  

 Apparently, for Blakeman it needs no further explanation that emotions in Dutch 

society “are still raw.” The impression of a desire to overcome raw emotions within Dutch 

society is picked up by others. Indeed, according to many commentators, Srebrenica is not 

only “Europe’s worst massacre since the Second World War,” it also became “a Dutch 

trauma.”414 New York Times journalist Marlise Simons reported: “As in previous debates on 

the Srebrenica episode, newspapers and television broadcasts have been filled with angry 

commentaries. They convey the message that the fall of Srebrenica, while not the defining 

event of the war, was its greatest single atrocity and that the Dutch, because of their presence 

in the area, bear part of the shame.” In this context she quoted the Dutch historian Jos Palm 

stating that Srebrenica is the nation's "greatest post-war trauma”.415 Also, the British 

newspaper The Guardian has called Srebrenica “the most traumatic event in recent Dutch 

history”416 and the Canadian radio station CDC reported: “The killing of 8,000 Bosnians after 

the fall of Srebrenica ten years ago still stands as the worst massacre in Europe since World 

War Two. It has also become a lasting trauma for the Netherlands as Dutch peacekeepers 

were supposed to protect the enclave when it was overrun by Serb forces. Srebrenica has 

never been far from the Dutch headlines but that doesn't mean the Netherlands is any closer to 

coming to terms with what happened.”417  

 Most of the references to Srebrenica in terms of a trauma for the Dutch come from 

Dutch sources, though. Some of these accounts have differentiated the problem by addressing 
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more specific groups and organisations as suffering from a Srebrenica trauma. Four years 

after the fall of the enclave, the Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad headed “‘Srebrenica’ 

Continues to be Trauma for [Dutch Ministry of] Defence.”418 In this article it is suggested that 

the Ministry cannot function well because every summer around the 11 July the Defence 

organisation is plagued by the media presenting mainly old facts on the Dutchbat mission.419 

Srebrenica is also portrayed as an “open war wound” for Dutch politics and as a trauma for 

Prime Minister Wim Kok who led the cabinets that were responsible for the Srebrenica 

mission.420 On 17 April 2002, one week after the publication of the a national research report 

on Srebrenica by the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD), the Dutch cabinet 

led by Wim Kok resigned over Srebrenica. Later, Pieter Broertjes, the chief-editor of the 

Dutch newspaper De Volkskrant stated that “the Srebrenica drama is not only a trauma for 

politics, but for journalism as well.”421 In a self-accusing statement, which he addressed to an 

audience of Dutch newspapers editors he claimed that “we, and you and I have shaped a 

rather stereotypical image of the Bosnian conflict and the Dutch involvement in it. We, some 

more than others, have offered too much morality, too little facts, too many opinions, too little 

analysis and too much emotion.”422  

 Two years after the editor made the trauma diagnosis for journalism, an academic 

identified the “disease” in the academic field as well. The psychologist/historian Eelco Runia 

claimed in his article “‘Forget about it’: ‘Parallel Processing’ in the Srebrenica Report” that 

the NIOD researchers, who had been given the official task to write a historical construction 

of the events in Srebrenica, had not only described the “traumatic event,” but also displayed in 

their work some of the symptoms of the trauma. According to Runia, this phenomenon is 

known as “parallel processing” in the discipline of psychology. He explains that the NIOD 

research report not only addresses the problems of Srebrenica but also evades them, like 

patients do who suffer from traumatic experiences. As a result the report generated feelings of 

“numbness, apathy, and deadlock, and diffused an atmosphere of ‘forget about it’.”423 Finally 
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- it took some years to find out - the Dutch Ministry of Defence estimated that about ten 

percent of the Dutchbat soldiers suffer from the Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

about forty percent have undergone, or still undergo, psychological treatment.424 Now and 

then, brief news items can be found in the newspapers that illustrate some of its symptoms: 

“The [41 year old ex-soldier T. H.] has been found guilty [by a Dutch court] for murder and 

attempt to murder an elderly couple in Schokkerhaven. In June last year, he shot the victims 

in the head with a revolver. The ex-soldier of Dutchbat actually was looking for their son who 

had been his commander during another UN-mission in Libanon. The confused H. wanted 

revenge, because Dutchbat did not recognise his “telepathic” gifts.”425 A couple of reports 

about ex-Dutchbat soldiers who committed suicide after the mission have also been published 

by the media.426 Ten years after the fall of the enclave, the national television network aired 

the news item “The Trauma of Dutchbat” on the PTSD topic.427 This news item is just one 

example of a growing attention for individual Dutchbatters who suffer from PTSD as a result 

of their Srebrenica mission.  

 According to Jolande Withuis, the Netherlands has a trauma culture in which “ever 

more people identify themselves as being ‘traumatised.’”428 She says that in the Netherlands 

even a lost football match and vacation stress are sometimes marked as traumas.429 According 

to Withuis, the origin of this trauma culture can be found in the way the Dutch dealt with the 

Second World War. After a long silence on the psychic life of Holocaust survivors, the war 

trauma was discovered in the seventies. Since the eighties, however, the trauma diagnosis 

became a model for all kinds of victimhood. The attraction of the trauma diagnosis was, 

according to Withuis, that many psychological problems could now be defined as being 

caused by “external stressors” instead of being the result of having a “weak character” or 
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other personality problems.430 Trauma has transformed from “a source of shame into a source 

of ‘recognition.’431 Although Withuis notes that it is a positive development that persons who 

display difficulties coping with daily life situations after having experienced an horrific event 

are no longer seen as being “mad,” she also thinks, however, that the broad application of the 

trauma diagnoses today has led to many “pseudo-victims”. She speaks of a “trauma inflation,” 

that could have negative effects for “real victims”.432  

 Except of course for the survivors and the Dutchbatters who had immediate 

experiences with the horrors of Srebrenica, the discourse on a Dutch national Srebrenica 

trauma can easily be disqualified as “trauma inflation” as well. However, I will argue that the 

trauma discourse and its relation to politics is more complex. Firstly - as I have illustrated 

with a couple of reports - the perception of a Dutch Srebrenica trauma is not only a Dutch 

phenomenon. Additionally, as Madeleine Bunting reported in the British newspaper The 

Guardian, other countries seem to suffer from “national traumas” as a result of failed 

international peacekeeping operations, too. She mentions Canada in relation to its failed 

missions in Somalia and Rwanda and Belgium in relation to the early withdrawal of their 

troops from Rwanda ahead of the massacre.433 One could infer that “trauma inflation” as 

detected by Withuis is not only a Dutch phenomenon, but actually a more general problem of 

the Western world. Then again, this specific trauma discourse is related to peacekeeping 

operations and thus to situations of war, and not to trivial cases like lost football matches.  

 In fact, discussions about which events qualify as real traumas and which do not are in 

essence highly political discussions. As Georges Canguilhem has noted, “every conception of 

pathology must be based on prior knowledge of the corresponding normal state, but 

conversely, the scientific study of pathological cases becomes an indispensable phase in the 

overall search for the laws of the normal state.”434 So what does the idea of national 

Srebrenica trauma say about the normal Dutch state?   
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Trauma as a condition of social order 

 The discussion on trauma and its relation to communities is no novelty. The trauma 

discourse belongs to the field of psychoanalysis and even the father of psychoanalysis, 

Sigmund Freud, was looking for connections between human nature and forms of human 

organisation. Costas Douzinas has noted that Freud was not only looking for the structure of 

the human psyche, Freud’s explorations were also a search for an origo, imagined as ‘a time 

before history and memory’ at which human society was founded.”435 Later, Jacques Lacan 

built on Freud’s point of the interrelatedness between human nature and society. However, 

where Freud tried to explain the social bond and the law by human nature Lacan.  reversed 

this relation and emphasised how the symbolic structures like language and law contribute to 

the constitution of human identity.436  

 Jenny Edkins, a theorist of International Relations, took up the challenge to explore 

the relation between violence, trauma and forms of political community in her book Trauma 

and the Memory of Politics (2003).437 Edkins adopts a Lacanian perspective on the role of 

trauma:  

In its birth into the symbolic or social order, into language, the subject is formed 
around, and through a veiling of, that which cannot be symbolised – the traumatic Real. 
The Real is traumatic, and has to be hidden or forgotten, because it is a threat to the 
imaginary completeness of the subject. The ‘subject’ only exists in as far as the person 
finds their place within the social or symbolic order. But no place that the person 
occupies – as a mother, friend, consumer, activist – can fully express what that person 
is.438   

 

She explains how trauma manifests itself. She relates this manifestation to an “extreme 

menace”439 which comprises a situation of utter powerlessness, betrayal by the powers we 

trust and shame because of this powerlessness. She says that 

to be called traumatic – to produce what are seen as symptoms of trauma – an event has 
to be more than just a situation of utter powerlessness. … It has to involve a betrayal of 
trust as well. There is an extreme menace, but what is special is where the threat of 
violence comes from. What we call trauma takes place when the very powers that we 
are convinced will protect us and give us security become our tormentors: when the 
community of which we considered ourselves members turns against us or when our 
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family is no longer a source of refuge but a site of danger. …Witnessing violence done 
to others and surviving can seem to be as traumatic as suffering brutality oneself. Here a 
sense of shame is paramount. The survivor feels complicit in the betrayal done by 
others.440  

 

Edkins adds that “taking part in violence oneself can evoke a similar shame … though this of 

course is not at all to be equated with witnessing violence done by others”.441 As an example 

she mentions the combat veteran who “has not only seen his comrades killed or mutilated but 

… in some cases betrayed his own supposed code as a warrior (or as a person)”.442  

 According to Edkins, traumatic events do not only expose the three elements of 

powerlessness, betrayal and shame but they also expose relations of power between 

personhood and community. She states that  

who we are, or who we think we may be, depends very closely on the social context in 
which we place and find ourselves. Our existence relies not only on our personal 
survival as individual beings but also, in a very profound sense, on the continuance of 
the social order that gives our existence meaning and dignity: family, friends, political 
community, beliefs. If that order betrays us in some way, we may survive in the sense of 
continuing to live as physical beings, but the meaning of our existence is changed.443 

 

So far, it is not hard to see the relevance of Edkins’ theories for the experiences of the 

Bosnian Muslims in the UN enclave. The relevance is also clear for the UN Dutchbat soldiers. 

The soldiers who have been diagnosed with PTSS indicate that the reasons for their 

psychological problems are “powerlessness in a horrible situation, bad publicity, [and] lack of 

accountability by the Defence management, politicians and the UN”. Moreover, “they could 

not deal with the burden of guilt that was attributed exclusively to them.444 As Edkins notes, 

witnessing violence done to others and surviving can be as traumatic as suffering brutality 

oneself.445 Many Dutchbatters feel betrayed by the Dutch community, and, if we go along 

Edkins’ line of thought, it is very well possible that the Dutchbatters also feel shame and 

complicity in the betrayal done by others. But establishing that the experiences of former 

Dutchbat soldiers meet the trauma criteria does not automatically imply the relevance for a 
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much broader group, or even a crisis of Dutchness as is suggested in many publications like, 

for example, Marlise Simons notes:  

They are generous with foreign aid, they take in many refugees from far-off political 
conflicts and they play host to two world courts in The Hague. They also consider it 
their duty to take part in international peacekeeping operations. Yet today the Dutch 
find this upstanding image of themselves tainted by a fresh wave of public accusations 
that their peacekeepers who served in the eastern Bosnian town of Srebrenica were 
witnesses and unwitting accomplices to the worst massacre of civilians in the Bosnian 
war.446  

 

As I have noted earlier, others phrase the Dutch problem in terms of having been 

entrapped by the “international community.”447 From this perspective the Dutch became 

themselves hostages of the Bosnian war, who had no outside support from the UN members 

for their mission. As a result, the supposedly internationalist Dutch would feel betrayed by the 

UN institution, which they always had supported wholeheartedly. This idea of betrayal of an 

international order that we trusted matches Edkins’ trauma description. Thus, in this respect 

both the account of a shattered positive self-image as well-doer and the image of entrapment 

and betrayal by the international community seem plausible explanations that do fit in Edkins’ 

trauma description. Additionally, Edkins notes that “witnessing and responses to trauma are 

not limited to survivors but extend to those to whom survivors speak.”448 This can result in 

three levels of witnessing: “being a witness to the experience oneself; being a witness to the 

testimonies of others, and being a witness to the process of witnessing itself.”449 It is generally 

agreed that the events in Srebrenica were shocking and all three levels of witnessing are 

represented in Dutch society including some of the Srebrenicans who survived the war. So, in 

this respect, I conclude that there is more at stake than a fashionable “trauma inflation”. 

Moreover, as Minister Kamp’s speech illustrates, the attempts to patch up the trauma has 

political relevance. 

 In order to understand the possible political workings of these traumas we need to 

follow Edkins’ argument further. In Edkins’ definitions of politics and the political she 

reconciles the psychoanalytic account on the formation of personhood with the interdependent 
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formation of statehood. In this view, she differentiates two orders of politics. The first order is 

the domain (sphere of activity and institutions) of “politics” that is usually opposed to the 

domains of “economics” or “society”. The second order of politics involves a less common 

definition of the political. She defines it as the events that bring the politics of the first order 

into being.450 It is the politics that “enjoins us not to forget the traumatic Real but rather to 

acknowledge the constituted and provisional nature of what we call social reality”.451 This 

second order of politics is the process that configures politics into a general form (as we know 

it), that is into a common symbolic order. According to Edkins, the way we see the 

democratic state rests on not questioning that second order of politics, which is “the particular 

form of political community or the forms of individuality or personhood on which it is 

based”.452  

 Edkins sees trauma as fundamental to both the production of the self (individuality and 

personhood) and the state. This production takes place at what she calls the traumatic 

intersection between peace and war, inside and outside.453 This view involves a profound 

critique on mainstream political science, which, according to Edkins, usually focuses on the 

internal (supposedly peaceable) workings of the state, international politics and external 

conflict and ignores the processes that lead to the production of the self and the state.454 She 

sees political science as dominated by a liberal view of statehood, in which statehood is 

imagined as “individual citizens banding together to form democratic institutions which (more 

or less) represent the views of those citizens and which (more or less) have their interests at 

heart. The state possesses power (and can use violence), in this narrative, because the people 

legitimise its authority.455 The form of personhood as a separate, autonomous and sovereign 

individual, on which this liberal view relies, is supposed to exist independently of, or prior to 

the social order.  

 Edkins argues instead that personhood can only come into existence through its 

interaction with a social order like the state. In this view self and state are constitutive of each 

other. Both social orders and persons are inherently incomplete and insecure. This 
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fundamental instability is not acknowledged in mainstream political theory. “In the west both 

state and subject pretend to a security, wholeness and a closure that is not possible.”456  

Recognising this fundamental instability and the mutual interdependence of social orders and 

subjectivity enables us to see the role of trauma. According to Edkins, an event can be 

described as traumatic if it reveals the pretence of security, wholeness and closure as an 

impossibility. After this disclosure, the pretence will be experienced as a betrayal.457   

 The memorialisation of trauma can constitute a questioning of the second order of 

politics, and Edkins comes to the radical conclusion that memory and trauma are central to the 

production of political space.458 She states that 

sovereign power produces and is itself produced by trauma; it provokes wars, genocides 
and famines. But it works by concealing its involvement and claiming to be a provider 
not a destroyer of security. It does this, of course, directly, through discourses of 
international security that centre around the state as well as through claiming to provide 
security internally for its citizens. In addition, however, the state does this in no small 
part through the way in which it commemorates wars, genocides and famines. By 
rewriting these traumas into a linear narrative of national heroism … the state conceals 
the trauma that it has, necessarily, produced.459 

 

Kamps rehabilitation speech for the Dutchbat soldiers is thus no exception to the rule that 

Edkins describes. Although “a linear narrative of national heroism” in this occasion could 

better be rephrased as “a linear narrative of national progress” thanks to the experiences in 

Srebrenica.  

The Dutch history canon 

 Kamp’s speech is only one example of how Srebrenica is reconstructed in state 

narratives in order to  secure a particular type of Dutch identity. The events in Srebrenica are 

also remembered in the official Dutch history canon - a guideline for primary and secondary 

education – as follows: 460     

On 9 July 1995, the Bosnian-Serb troops of General Mladic moved to the enclave 
Srebrenica, which was secured by Dutchbat-III. The attackers overran the Safe Area for 
Muslims without much resistance within six days. Most of the Muslim men had had fled 
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the enclave in an attempt to escape. The Serbians [sic]461 deported the Muslims by bus, 
after having separated the men from the women and children with help from the Dutch 
soldiers. The men were united with those who had been caught while they were trying to 
flee, and shortly after that, most of the men (at least 7000) were executed by the 
Serbians. The Dutch soldiers – some of whom harboured a suspicion of what was to 
come, but none of whom were witness to the murders - got a safeguard to Zagreb where 
they were welcomed by Prime Minister Kok and Prince Willem-Alexander. When it 
became clear in the Netherlands what disaster had taken place “under the eyes of 
Dutchbat,” the question rose whether Dutch soldiers should not have protected the 
enclave against the Serbians and whether thus genocide might have been prevented. 
Initially, the focus was on the  soldiers, but soon it turned out that responsibility could 
not be attributed to them. The mandate given to them forbade any participation in the 
ongoing war.462 

 

Srebrenica in the Dutch historical canon is memorialised in a depoliticising way. It is not only 

factually wrong to state that Dutch soldiers “did not witness any murders themselves,” it also 

frames the problem as outside the Dutch reach.463 “The mandate” which ‘forbade’ the Dutch 

soldiers to join the war” stands for the UN-organisation and the international community, 

which is situated as beyond the Dutch control. Moreover, the very narrow narrative framing in 

time, place and actors, leaves many other pertinent events and experiences out of sight.  

European commemorations of Srebrenica 

In January 2009, fourteen years after the fall of Srebrenica, the European Parliament 

adopted a resolution on the event. The resolution declares that Srebrenica was “the biggest 

war crime to take place in Europe since the end of Second World War” and states that “this 

tragedy, declared an act of genocide by the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY), took place in a UN-proclaimed safe haven, and therefore stands as a 

symbol of the impotence of the international community to intervene in the conflict and 
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protect the civilian population.”464 It also calls on the Council and Commission “to 

commemorate appropriately the anniversary of the Srebrenica-Potočari act of genocide by 

supporting the European Parliament's recognition of 11 July as the day of commemoration of 

the Srebrenica genocide all over the EU and to call on all the countries of the western Balkans 

to do the same.” It is stated that this would be “the best means of paying tribute to the victims 

of the massacres and sending a clear message to future generations.”465  

A year later, on 31 March 2010 after a heated debate with the nationalist party 

members, the Serbian Parliament adopted a resolution that condemned the crimes in 

Srebrenica. The text of the declaration reads: "The Parliament of Serbia strongly condemns 

the crime committed against the Bosnian Muslim population of Srebrenica in July 1995, as 

determined by the International Court of Justice ruling."466 Although the text seems to echo 

the EU resolution, the reference to the rulings of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) 

instead of the ICTY makes the difference. The text does not use the word genocide to mark 

the crime; it only does so indirectly by referring to the ruling by the ICJ of February 2007, in 

which it was decided that the crimes in Srebrenica constituted genocide.467 The ICJ ruling of 

February 2007, did not find that the Serbian was responsible for the criminal actions of the 

Bosnian Serb Army (VRS) in Srebrenica, though it did explicitly identify Serbia as being 

guilty of failing to prevent the genocide and to punish those who committed it.468 The meagre 

response to this in the Serbian resolution is that it sends "condolences and an apology to the 

families of the victims because not everything was done to prevent the tragedy.”469 According 

to a member of the Serbian Parliament, Nada Kolundzija, the phrasing in the resolution was 

aimed at “removing every possibility of linking the responsibility for the killings in 

Srebrenica to the Serbs, Serbia and the Republic of Srpska” in order “to achieve a complete 
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individualisation of responsibility.”470 The adoption of the resolution may help Serbia to meet 

the conditions for becoming an EU member. However, although Serbia’s apology was 

welcomed by the EU enlargement representatives as an ‘important step,’ Serbia was also 

reminded of its obligations to capture war criminals.471  

On 7 April 2010, a resolution that condemned the crimes committed in Srebrenica was 

rejected by the House of Representatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The resolution was 

rejected by representatives of parties from Republika Srpska.472 According to Bosnian Serb 

Prime Minster Milorad Dodik, the resolution was an attempt to put collective guilt on the 

Serbs. He argued that such attempts would fail because the Republika Srpska was not 

responsible as responsibility was an individual matter. Moreover, he denied that the violence 

that took place in Srebrenica would constitute genocide.473 

Outside Europe, the call of the European Parliament was also heard. As a result of a 

lobby by the Bosnian-Canadian community, the Canadian House of Commons adopted 

unanimously a Srebrenica genocide resolution on 19 October 2010, declaring the 11th of July 

to be Srebrenica Remembrance Day.474 

In the Netherlands, since 1997, a Srebrenica commemoration day is being organised in 

the Hague by non-government organisations.475 After the adoption of the EU resolution on 

Srebrenica, Member of Parliament Mariko Peters asked the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Maxime Verhagen whether he was prepared to give a positive follow-up to the EU resolution 

and organise an official national commemoration day on Srebrenica in collaboration with the  

non-government organisations. Verhagen, however, did not see a special reason for a Dutch 

remembrance day on Srebrenica. In his view it was sufficient that the Dutch ambassador to 

Bosnia and Herzegovina attended the more “authentic” commemoration in Potočari. To that 

he added that “the genocide in Srebrenica has been included in the historical canon of the 
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Netherlands” and that it “has an important position in Dutch history”; moreover, he added, in 

this way the commemoration had not been “restricted” to one yearly day.476 

 According to Jenny Edkins, communal histories and ceremonies that contain traumatic 

experiences are the embodiment of the founding values that constitute the present social 

order.477 That is not to say that the way those memories are being scripted and codified 

necessarily lead to a self-critical political order. On the contrary, the implicated strive for 

completion and closure of traumas, often results in a reaffirmation of the status quo. It can 

even effectively close off the political space in which questions can be raised about how the 

traumatic event is related to the context of the present political orders. As the examples that I 

have given show, this is the case for the Dutch state narratives on Srebrenica as well. Either 

they codify what happened in a linear story of progress in an attempt to re-establish a 

progressive and robust Dutch international security image as in the case of Kamp’s speech, or 

they try to affirm a Dutch position as outsider to global problems as in the cases of the history 

canon and the refusal to accept a Srebrenica Remembrance Day in the Netherlands by 

presuming that a Dutch commemoration of Srebrenica could not be “authentic.” 

 Perhaps, it is not so hard to see that politicians try to close of the traumatic spaces in 

order to defend present orders, instead of approaching them as sources for political change. 

However, the politics of scripting and codification of the experiences of direct witnesses is 

less obvious. Therefore, I will elaborate in the next chapter on the problems of representation 

of trauma memory. 
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8. Lost in codification: Resisting state narratives and the strive for 

healing, closure and objectivity 

 

 

When one is overburdened and dreams of simplifying one’s life, the basic law of this 

life, the law one longs for, is nothing other than that of narrative order, the simple order 

that enables one to say: “first this happened and then that happened…” It is the simple 

sequence of events in which the overwhelmingly manifold nature of things is 

represented, in a unidimensional order as a mathematician would say, stringing all that 

has occurred in space and time on a single thread, which calms us; that celebrated 

“thread of the story,” which is, it seems, the thread of life itself. Lucky the man who can 

say “when,” “before,” and “after”! 

(Robert Musil) 478 

 

 We have seen many examples of how narrative reconstructions of the failed 

peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica have a depoliticising effect on questions of responsibility 

by constituting or securing certain types of identities. Some of those reconstructions are hard 

to challenge since they are intimately connected to the workings of sovereign power.479 

According to Anne Orford, however, it is the spectre of the human rights victim that has the 

power to unsettle our identity.480 Like Jenny Edkins, Orford develops her argument in a 

psychoanalytic perspective. She gives the example of UN commander Romeo Dallaire when 

he returned to his homeland Canada after the failed UN peacekeeping mission in Rwanda. 

Dallaire “found himself haunted by the images of bodies piled up, carried a machete around, 

and found sleeping difficult. His symptoms worsened when he was called to testify before the 

Rwandan war crimes tribunal. … Dallaire… was discharged from the Canadian military 

suffering ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’.”481 Dallaire keeps the memories of the failed UN 
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peacekeeping mission in Rwanda alive for the international community by his testimonies in 

documentaries, films, his books and his liberal senatorship in the Canadian government.  

 The translators Hasan Nuhanović and Emir Suljagic may play such a haunting role for 

the Netherlands. They worked for Dutchbat and the UN in the enclave at the time it fell to the 

Serbs. As Guido Snel notes: 

Nuhanović is not like other Srebrenica survivors, perhaps because he can speak for 
himself. His English is good, he does not need others to tell his story. Nuhanović has 
taken the Dutch state to court. Dutch cameras shake when Hasan appears on the screen.  
He seeks out the media, while his stories contain sub-plots and twists that for the Dutch 
have been uncomfortable themes ever since World War II. His family fell victim to 
Dutch loyalty towards the occupying power, and to an excessive confidence in 
bureaucratic procedure. His family was a victim of lists, lists with people's names on. 
Those lists!482 

 

Suljagic wrote a complaint in the form of his book Postcards from the Grave.483 He says: 

What happened in Srebrenica during those few days in July 1995 is one of the biggest 
betrayals of humankind. It was a time when nobody believed us, when soldiers required 
an order to be human beings, when our lives were worthless. …The betrayal I saw is 
different from the one that survivors of the massacre saw. They watched humankind 
sinking to unprecedented depths, they were humiliated and tortured and it was a miracle 
that they survived. What I saw was a cold, almost bureaucratic indifference, and a 
betrayal by educated and, by any standards, intelligent people. People who during those 
days either did not dare or did not want to be human.484 

 

The protests by Nuhanović and Suljagic touch upon the fundaments of Dutch state identity. 

However, speaking up is not a guarantee to be heard and understood, let alone to unsettle state 

narratives. The haunting of human right victims as mentioned by Orford does not necessarily 

have the effect of opening up new questions on failed peacekeeping as we have seen. Before 

Orford’s theory can work, we first have to recognise the victims as “human rights victims” 

and that recognition itself is part of the political process. It matters in what way the violence 

in Rwanda - or in our case the violence in Srebrenica - is represented. The haunting that 

Orford refers to perhaps says something about the psychological drive to speak up, but it does 

not tackle the problems of historical representation and its political effects by itself. It is 

perhaps better to conclude that testimony of traumatic events potentially is a political force. A 

political force that is playing into the first order of politics by, for example, actually becoming 
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a politician like Dallaire did, but also more radical, on level of the second order of politics by 

destabilising some of the assumptions on which the first order is built.  

The limits of representation 

Edkins gives several examples of how state narratives on trauma can be questioned. 

Through an exploration of the narratives that include a wide range of memory practices of 

traumatic events like the Vietnam War, the Holocaust, Kosovo and the attacks in the US of 11 

September 2001, she finds that the role of testimony is crucial to the political role of trauma. 

However, as Edkins also acknowledges, there is no objective way of bearing witness to a 

trauma. First of all, there is the problem of how to define what counts as a traumatic event and 

what does not. Even in the very narrow medical definition of trauma, as described in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) by the American Psychiatric 

Association, which is seen as a general standard for the diagnosis of mental diseases, the 

content of the trauma is not self-evident.485 The first three categories of criteria that are used 

to determine whether a patient suffers from a Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome are the 

following: 

A.  The person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following 
were present:  

1. the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or 
events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to 
the physical integrity of self or others; 

 2. the person’s response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror…. 
B.  The traumatic event is persistently re-experienced in one (or more) of the following 
ways: 

1. recurrent and intrusive distressing recollections of the event, including 
images, thoughts, or perceptions; 

  2. recurrent distressing dreams of the event; 
3. acting or feeling as if the traumatic event were recurring (includes a sense 
of reliving the experience, illusions, hallucinations, and dissociative flashback 
episodes, including those that occur on awakening or when intoxicated) … 

C. Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma and numbing of general 
responsiveness …, as indicated by three (or more) of the following:  

1. efforts to avoid thoughts, feelings, or conversations associated with the 
trauma; 
2. efforts to avoid activities, places, or people that arouse recollections of the 
trauma; 

 3. inability to recall an important aspect of the trauma; 
 4. markedly diminished interest or participation in significant activities; 

                                                 

485 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders DSM-IV-TR 

Fourth Edition: (Desk Reference to the Diagnostic Criteria from Dsm), 2000, pp. 218-220.  This manual is 

recognised as an international standard and used by therapists for their diagnoses of mental illness. 
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 5. feeling of detachment or estrangement from others; 
 6. restricted range of affect (e.g. unable to have loving feelings); 

7. sense of a foreshortened future (e.g. does not expect to have a career, 
marriage, children, or a normal life span) …486 

 

Although these criteria give a clear overview of the physical and perceptible symptoms that 

are provoked by trauma, it also presupposes the traumatic event itself. The traumatic event is 

related to “threatened death”, “serious injury” or “a threat to the physical integrity of self or 

others,” but it doesn’t say how the interpretation of these events are related to processes of 

social contexts and individual interpretation. After all, there is no universal law that 

determines which events lead to trauma. What makes it even more complicated is symptom 

C3: “inability to recall an important aspect of trauma”. Up to whom is it to mark events as 

traumatic? The symptoms of trauma must precede the discovery of a traumatic event by 

medics since the trauma is not experienced at the time it happens.487 And although trauma is 

re-enacted or re-lived in the form of dreams or flashbacks, it does not mean that those dreams 

can be considered to be a true account of what happened. The idea of trauma includes that it is 

“re-lived” and not remembered in the form of a narrative account.488 It can only become a 

narrative account, a testimony to what happened, through the interpretation of the horrific re-

experiencing - which cannot be recalled on demand and conversely may surface when it is 

least required- of what happened. By translating the impressions into a narrative, they lose 

part of their impact since words can never fully represent what happened. Therefore, telling 

the story also involves a form of forgetting. Moreover, as the experience is beyond any 

conception of the normal order, it is impossible to represent it in such a way that it will really 

be understood by others. As Edkins explains, this is why many survivors of concentrations 

camps often find it impossible to speak about what happened.489  

 In a way, the trauma diagnosis rests on a self-referential assumption. There must be a 

traumatic event that precedes the trauma, but the traumatic event can only be uncovered 

through the psychological symptoms it has caused. This problem of representation,  however, 

is not exclusively related to trauma. After all, as noted earlier, signifiers shape unity but can 

never fully symbolise reality. Nevertheless, Edkins distinguishes traumatic memory from 

other forms of memory. She says that “it is the memory of events of human actions about 
                                                 

486 Ibid.  
487 Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, p.40.  
488 Ibid., p. 41.  
489 Ibid.  
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which no interpretation has yet been formed. They are events that resist meaning. Traumatic 

events are so shocking, so outside our expectations, that we do not know what happened.”490 

So, as I interpret this, there is the problem of unrepresentability of strong sensations into a 

common language. Not only because any representation of sensations has to deal with the 

limits of the possibilities of representation, but also because the representation of a traumatic 

event threaten to reveal the existing and supposedly stable order in fact as an incomplete and 

vulnerable order. Moreover, they may even reveal that the existing order has shaped the 

conditions of possibility for the traumatic event to occur and thus no longer can be trusted.  

 In most of the Dutch investigations into Srebrenica, the voice of the Bosnian Muslims 

is only secondary. Moreover, they did not have a voice in the choice of which aspects of the 

Srebrenica mission were investigated by the Dutch government.491 It is easy to see then, that 

representations that give those voices a more primary role will meet resistance. The 

experience of being (of a self) is dependent on conceptions of a (relative) stability of the 

present order, and accepting the truths of traumas involves accepting the destabilising effect 

on the status quo of social orders. The resistance, which is produced by attempts to rescue the 

existing order, can be recognised in the narratives that are constructed as a response to the 

events in Srebrenica. Not only outsiders having an interest in staying outsiders to what 

happened, but also victims/survivors may construct stories that “repair” their former 

conception of order or suppress parts of their experiences in order to be heard. When the 

former Dutchbat talk Nuhanović was interviewed on Dutch TV after he had won his case 

against the Dutch state, the interviewer asked him why he showed so little emotion. 

Nuhanovic answered: "I don't want to talk too much about my emotions, to be honest, because 

from the beginning I had the impression - and I was told - if I involved emotions in this court 

case or in any dealings with the Netherlands concerning Srebrenica and the dead of my family 

I would not be taken seriously. In the NIOD report they called me a nervous young man ... too 

emotional blah, blah, blah... So, I said from now on no more emotions, only facts and serious 

talking."  Thus, in order to be heard, Nuhanović had concluded that he needed to adopt his 

testimony to the factual style as advocated by the court and the NIOD report. 

                                                 

490 Ibid., p. 37.  
491 See also Snel, "Bosnia Report: Dutch nationalism trumps those of the Balkans."  
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Encircling the trauma 

How then to remember traumatic events in such a way that we can recognise 

responsibility in the constitutive politics of its narrative reconstructions and at the same time 

respect the limits of representation? In order to contest the processes of depoliticisation, 

Edkins recommends to encircle the trauma in order to mark it in its very impossibility.492 She 

says “we cannot remember it as something that took place in time, because this would 

neutralise it.” 493 Following Slavoj Žižek, she proposes to encircle the trauma because 

memory and forgetting are crucial, both in contesting the depoliticisation that goes 
under the name of politics, and in keeping open a space for a genuine political challenge 
by encircling the trauma rather than attempting to gentrify it. The reinstallation of time 
as linear and the narrating of events as history are central to the process of re-
inscription. However, there are forms of memory and memorialisation (perhaps more 
aptly called ‘not forgetting’ rather than remembering) that do not produce a linear 
narrative, but rather retain another notion of temporality. These are ways of encircling 
the Real.494 

 

Furthermore, Edkins identifies some general problems in the historical representation 

of traumas that should be avoided. The first is the ignorance of the limits of what can be 

known/represented. She notes that “historical research in its search for the truth about the 

events … can appear obsessed with factual detail, evidence and proof. … There is a 

reassuring assumption that a historical narrative based on firm evidence can lead to a form of 

closure, a final solution to outstanding questions.”495 It presupposes a possibility of 

“understanding” and “explaining” of what happened in a neutral way.  The official NIOD 

Srebrenica research can be seen as an example of this.496 Although the director of the NIOD 

research project Hans Blom claims that he wished that the report had resulted in a broad 

public and political debate on Srebrenica, in practice the 3875 page report is frequently 

referred to in Dutch politics as a final answer to outstanding questions about what happened in 

Srebrenica.497  

                                                 

492 Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, p. 15.  
493 Ibid.  
494 Ibid.  
495 Ibid., p. 175.  
496 The official Dutch politics of investigation is discussed in more detail in another part of this thesis. 
497 J.C.H. Blom, In de ban van goed en fout: Geschiedschrijving over de bezettingstijd in Nederland, 2007, p. 

147. and Blom, "Nog altijd in de ban van goed en fout".  
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A second problem of historical representation of traumas on the opposite of the spectre 

is assuming too many limits. That is situating the event as “unimaginable” and “unsayable” 

without really trying to see it at all. In the end, this completely annihilates what happened. 

The result is that we are excused from any further inquiry and perhaps it even allows some to 

say that attempts to commemorate Srebrenica in the Netherlands would be inauthentic.498  

A third problem is that the event can be made into a story of redemption, heroism and 

rescue, which is a way of affirming the existing order instead of questioning its problems.499 

Henk Kamp’s rehabilitation speech of Dutchbat that I discussed earlier is an example of this.  

Obviously, Edkin’s advice to encircle the trauma and to mark it in its very 

impossibility does not pretend to be a straightforward methodology to represent the real 

problem. It is however an important reminder to be sensitive to, and sensible about, the limits 

and social effects of the representation of traumas. In this respect, the question can be raised 

whether the desire to transgress the limits of representation is a result of an obsession with 

crises, horrific events and perhaps also with secrecy and the obscene. Perhaps, violence itself 

is connected to a desire for reality and authenticity. As Žižek says, “authenticity resides in the 

act of violent transgression, from the Lacanian Real – the Thing Antigone confronts when she 

violates the order of the City – to the Bataillean excess.”500 This desire for the Real perhaps is 

sometimes confused with the Freudian urge to find an origo, imagined as a time before 

history and memory in which the foundations of human society could be found. The act of 

“ethnic cleansing” can also be understood as this desire for unity and completeness conceived 

as a utopian and pre-political strive for “authentic” communities.  

But is it really easier to find truth in the extremities than in what we normally or 

usually sense? If the Real stands for what cannot be said or symbolised, should we not be able 

to see this Real shine through all our daily life experiences? Perhaps the real problem is that 

as long as we experience situations as normal, the urge to sense the Real or the authentic as 

implicated in this normalcy is less pressing. In this perspective, we can also understand the 

gentleman’s manoeuvre in Robert Musil’s story to explain the accident that he confronted in 

                                                 

498 Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, p. 176.  
499 Ibid.  
500 Žižek, Slavoj, "Welcome to the Desert of the Real!," South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 101, No. 2 (2002): pp. 

385-389. 
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terms of normality and statistics.501 After all, as long as the violence is part of a conceived 

normalcy, why bother about it? 

Challenging the codification of trauma memories 

Witnesses who want to testify, are in some sense not in control of the telling. Their 

accounts are codified in such a way that they become appropriate to fit in to social order. Kalí 

Tal poses a number of interesting questions related to this issue in her book Worlds of Hurt.502 

She questions the connection between individual psychic trauma and cultural representations 

of the traumatic event. She asks how survivor stories are adapted to fit and then contained 

within the dominant structure of social cultural and political discourse.503 She talks about a 

battle over the meaning of traumatic experiences which is fought in the arena of political 

discourse, popular culture and scholarly debate.504 Once the experiences are codified, the 

traumatic experience becomes a weapon in another battle, the struggle for political power. Tal 

examines three strategies of cultural coping or cultural codification that work in combination. 

The first is mythologisation, “reducing a traumatic event to a set of standardised narratives 

(twice- and thrice-told tales that come to represent the story of the trauma) turning it from a 

frightening and uncontrollable event into a contained and predictable narrative.” This strategy 

is used in e.g. museums, documentaries and films. The often fragmented testimonies are 

framed in story lines with plots and notions of rescue, redemption and overcoming. The 

second is medicalisation. It “focuses our gaze upon the victims of trauma, positing that they 

suffer from an ‘illness’ that can be ‘cured’ within existing or slightly modified structures of 

institutionalised medicine and psychiatry. The strategy of medicalisation takes place when 

witnesses are primarily treated as victims of post-traumatic stress disorders. In this case, 

witness testimonies are situated as products of an illness that needs to be cured. The 

testimonies are not seen as politically valuable. The third is disappearance, which is “a refusal 

to admit to the existence of a particular kind of trauma.”505 This usually means an 

undermining of the credibility of the witnesses.506  

                                                 

501 See my Introduction and Musil, The Man Without Qualities, p. 6.  
502 Kalí Tal, Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma, 1996.  
503 Ibid., p. 3.  
504 Ibid., p. 7.  
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I believe that a fourth strategy can be added: the strategy of juridification. As we have 

seen, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) plays a central 

role in the codification of the testimony related to Srebrenica and the Bosnian war as well. 

The ICTY codifies the testimonies in terms of crime. Although the ICTY presents itself as 

helping communities to come to terms with their recent history by “bringing war criminals to 

justice” and “justice to victims,”, in its judgements it leaves many war experiences 

unrepresented as they are not be codified in terms of crime.507  

Mythification and the content of the form 

All of the codification strategies are relevant for the understanding of the scripting of 

the memory of Srebrenica in the Netherlands as well. Moreover, in all of the strategies 

mythification is hard to avoid. We are dependent on such “myths” because it makes the reality 

of war recognisable through social norms. Hayden White notes that the representation of 

reality is difficult as a rule because reality does not present itself in the form of a story.508 

Firstly, as White argues, every narrative is constructed on a selection of events.509 Authors 

make choices all the time. Some events are left out, others are included. The framing of the 

story determines what counts as an event and what does not. If authors would not structure 

their stories and would, for example, attempt to narrate everything that happened their 

accounts, these would become endless and meaningless lists. According to White, 

“narrativity, certainly in factual storytelling and probably in fictional story telling as well, is 

intimately related to,  if not a function of, the impulse to moralise reality, that is, to identify it 

with the social system that is the source of any morality that we can imagine.”510 In more 

psychoanalytic terms we could say that the narrativisation is necessary to make sense of what 

happens in terms of the existing symbolic order. We express the significance of what happens 

in a specific language to begin with, and we are necessarily using the metaphors and 

allegories that we are familiar with. In order to understand what happens (and make others 

understand it as well) we make use of the symbolic order including its schemes of 

interpretation and norms. White states that “where in any account of reality, narrativity is 

                                                 

507 See for the argument that institutions like the ICTY can actually be counterproductive in its politics of 

transitional justice Jelena Subotic, Hijacked Justice: Dealing with the Past in the Balkans, 2009.  
508 Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation, 1987, p. 4.  
509 Ibid., p. 10.  
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present, we can be sure that morality or a moralising impulse is present too. There is no other 

way that reality can be endowed with the kind of meaning that both displays itself in its 

consummation and withholds itself by its displacement to another story ‘waiting to be told’ 

just beyond the confines of ‘the end’.”511 According to White, “precisely insofar as the 

historical narrative endows sets of real events with the kinds of meaning found otherwise only 

in myth and literature, we are justified in regarding it as a product of allegoresis.”512 He refers 

to Paul Ricoeur, who has noted that meaningful action can only be configured through the 

instrumentality of a plot.513 Ricoeur says that “every narrative combines two dimensions in 

various proportions, one chronological and the non-chronological. The first may be called the 

episodic dimension, which characterises the story made out of events. The second is the 

configurational dimension, according to which the plot construes significant wholes out of 

scattered events.”514 Or in White’s words, “by plot we mean a structure of relationships by 

which the events contained in the account are endowed with a meaning by being identified as 

parts of an integrated whole.”515  

The structure of the plot (the emplotment) is not naturally following from “finding” 

the explanation of what happened. Neither is it the result of pure logic or the causal laws of 

science. “Since no given set or sequence of real events is intrinsically tragic, comic, farcical, 

and so on, … it is the choice of the story type and its imposition upon the events that endow 

them with meaning.”516 Thus, emplotment is not only part of fictional or mythical stories; it is 

crucial to the representations of events as well.517 

Although White and Ricoeur mainly speak about historical accounts, I think that it is 

safe to assume that every meaningful account of what happened is historical, and therefore we 

can formulate in more general terms, that in any account that makes sense – thus also in the 

witness accounts of traumatic events - the narrator necessarily reveals a plot.518 Without such 

a plot, we would not be able to see the relevance of the account. This, however, also 

implicates that accounts do more than just reflecting reality. The way that we configure 
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meaning and thus the morality in our accounts of what happened, always necessarily involves 

a politics of emplotment and mythologisation. We do not only “attach” or “add” meaning to 

the facts, we produce (and reproduce) specific values and events in the very way we construct 

the accounts. This type of mythologisation is not only a matter for museums, films, 

historiographies or documentaries; it is a matter of daily life practice and thus also present in 

any meaningful face-to-face encounter. I add that this specific type of mythologisation should 

be distinguished from what is generally understood as “mythologisation;” referring to  

historiographies in which the plot is not so much aimed to represent the event in a 

comprehensive way, but to provide the audience first and foremost with “a way out” and/or a 

lesson. Nevertheless, as I have demonstrated in several analyses of the reconstructions of what 

happened in Srebrenica, the phenomenon of mythologisation can also be found in those 

accounts that claim to represent reality.  

Film and memory 

Dutchbat soldier Monique Bergman said in a TV interview that she dreamt the film 

footage that was part of the news on Srebrenica after the fall of the enclave.519 Apparently, the 

film images have mixed up with her own experiences. Also several Dutchbat soldiers recalled 

what happened in Srebrenica as scenes from Schindler’s List and sometimes as those from the 

film Sophie’s Choice. Especially the film Schindler’s List, which was released in 1993 when 

Srebrenica was declared a UN “Safe Area” is an interesting case. When Spielberg’s film 

Schindler’s List was released it turned out to be a huge box office success. The success of the 

film revived the discussion on the ways that the Holocaust should and could be represented. It 

is argued that with Schindler’s List the historiography of the Holocaust entered mainstream 

culture.520 According to Yosefa Loshitzky, “Schindler’s List has penetrated historical 

consciousness on a global scale and has transformed the image of the Holocaust as perceived 

by millions of people all over the world.”521 The questions that have been generated by this 

film do not so much focus on its historical accuracy, but more on its style and 

appropriateness. One could say that Schindler’s List is the ultimate form of mythologisation 

proclaiming that even in the heart of darkness, there is a sparkle of hope. However, the 

intentions of the filmmaker are not always similar to the way that the narrative is understood 
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and even used. Although many Dutchbat soldiers have expressed their experiences in 

Srebrenica in terms of this Hollywood film they did so in various ways, as the following 

examples demonstrate.522 

On 13 July 1995, a Serb camera filmed the deportation of the Muslim inhabitants of 

Srebrenica, just after the Bosnian Serbs had taken over the enclave. The men were being 

separated from the women and children. Honig and Both described the scene in their book 

Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime: 

Muslim refugees walk alongside a row of buses… They have not been able to wash 
themselves for days and have not drunk and eaten properly for a long time. They do not 
protest but simply follow orders. The women get into the buses with their children and 
sit down in silence, their faces blank. The men have not been allowed on to the buses 
and are still standing by the side of the road. Some distance away, sacks of belongings 
and clothes are piling up in the courtyard of a white house. This is where the Muslim 
men are being assembled and interrogated, before being transported to a separate 
location from the women…. The Serb camera filming the scene suddenly captures the 
face of a Dutch army doctor, Colonel Gerry Kremer. The Serbian cameraman asks 
Kremer, “What’s going on?” The tense Kremer, his face burnt by the sun, replies: “You 
know what is going on. You know…”523  
 

Gerry Kremer later recalled the situation as a “combination of Schindler’s List and Sophie’s 

Choice.” 524 The same expression later appeared in a witness statement by Lieutenant Leen 

van Duijn in the ICTY sentencing judgement on Momir Nikolić. It states that “following the 

fall of Srebrenica and the flood of refugees to the United Nations base in Potočari, the 

refugees were ‘panicked’ and the general situation was ‘chaotic’. In describing the process of 

separations of families, one witness stated that the situation was “a combination of the film 

Sophie’s Choice and Schindler’s List.”525 An anonymous Dutchbat soldier recalls his 

experiences with the deportation of the inhabitants of Srebrenica in the Dutch magazine 

Groene Amsterdammer:  

The Serbs left it up to us: we could either go back to the camp or support the transports. 
“In case you do not collaborate, you know what will happen,” said someone of the 
[Serb] military police. Collaboration seemed better, because in that case we could take 
care to keep the families together. At one point, I found myself running with a seventy 
year old women after a big truck that was normally used for pig transports. Her children 
were loaded on a car, which was driving away. For that, the Serbs could have shot me, 
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but at that moment I didn’t care at all. It was terrible. As if we were set in Schindler’s 
List.526 

 

In an interview in a Dutch national newspaper another anonymous Dutchbat soldiers stated in 

August 1995:  

It was just like Schindler’s List. The Muslims told us that they would be murdered. One 
of them gave me money, German marks and a golden necklace. I gave it back, because I 
couldn’t do anything for him. Then he approached a Serb soldier who took it, but then 
spit him in the face and hit him with the butt end of his rifle. I thought: man, now you 
have nothing left. This man, too, was deported to the football field of Bratunac. And 
there … I’m not supposed to know. But one does know that they were all killed.527 

 

Dutchbat commander Thom Karremans published his version of the events in a book in 1998. 

Here he describes that on the 13th of July he opened a staff meeting with the remark “the last 

two days we saw the film Schindler’s List Part II.”528 On his way back to the Dutchbat 

Compound in Potočari Dutchbat soldier Tom Schuurman heard shots coming from a building 

near the road across Nova Kasaba. According to Schuurman, who was interviewed by the 

Dutch magazine Vrij Nederland, it was patently clear that something was wrong. He judged 

the situation as too dangerous to further investigate what was going on, but he was sure 

people were being shot there. Further on, nearby Konjevici, the fields were full of bags and 

clothes. The road was guarded by heavy armed Serb soldiers. Dead bodies lay along the road. 

Stuurman’s truck had to manoeuvre around them. Half an hour they drove through a terrible 

corpse-like stench. Stuurman says: “At some places it was hard to stand this stench. It was 

just as if we were driving in the Killing Fields. Nobody could cross that road alive. I did 

report it all.”529 When he arrived in Potočari, the Muslims had been deported. The compound 

was almost empty.  

It must have been horrible. The Muslims faced death. Mates told me that some of the 
Muslims went crazy with fear. One of them tried to kill himself by hitting a stone 
against his forehead. Another one hanged himself. A woman threw her baby in a bin. 
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Behind the compound was a mass grave for the people who had been shot on their way 
to the compound. It was just like Schindler’s List.530 

 

Not only Dutchbat soldiers refer to Schindler’s List to express their feelings. Dutchbat 

interpreter Hasan Nuhanović does so as well. Between 11 and 21 July three lists have been 

made; of the able-bodied men, the wounded and the families of those Muslims who had been 

employed by Dutchbat. Hassan notes that only those who made it up to the employees list had 

a real chance to be saved. “Who was registered as an employee, would not fall in the hands of 

the Serbs… You had to get yourself on that Schindler’s List. However, nobody at the 

compound took the role of Schindler.”531 Dutchbat interpreter Emir Suljagic said that his 

superiors where prepared to “employ” Hassan’s brother in order to save him, but Major Rob 

Franken took him off the list. Franken judged the risk for repercussions to high when the 

Serbs would find out.532 

Thus, sometimes Schindler’s List is used to express that what was witnessed, looked 

like the Holocaust as represented in the film. At other occasions, it refers more specifically to 

the attempts to safe some of the refugees by putting their names on a list. It is not clear 

whether the Dutchbat soldiers invoke the film for explaining their behaviour, or to indicate 

that what they witnessed was as if they were in a film; perhaps expressing that they felt at a 

surreal distance from what happened. In any way, the references to the film illustrate that even 

direct witnesses need other histories to make sense of their experiences. Despite the 

similarities of referring to Schindler’s List, however, the different applications of the film also 

demonstrate that the interpretation of historical narratives is neither fixed nor determinate. 

Attempts to resist mythologisation  

In 1999, Hatidza Hren published a collection of testimonies of the women of 

Srebrenica.533 Hren’s book contains a series of numbered declarations of ninety-one men and 

women who survived the fall of Srebrenica. On the title page, it says that the account is 
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"delivered by Hatidza Hren" suggesting that the author did not intervene in testimonies.534 As 

I argued above, strictly speaking this cannot be true for any account. I do not suggest that the 

stories are not truthful and even less question the integrity of the author in her descriptions of 

personal experiences, but it should be acknowledged that the hand of the author is present in 

the selections and choices she has made concerning the representation of these stories. The 

people who told the stories have been interviewed, but how this was done, what questions 

were asked etc. is, however, not elucidated. The stories have clearly been edited in sofar 

length and language are concerned. Eventually, all of this does shape the meaning of the 

survivor stories.  

Three examples of the Hren’s narrative framing of her collection of testimonies can be 

identified. The first is that Hren reinforces the classification of the violence as genocide in 

several ways. She presents the massacre as a pre-planned operation in her introduction and 

does not question the classification of the massacre as genocide as such.535  She also connects 

the massacre to the Holocaust by means of the preface by Rabbi Awraham Soetendorp.536  He 

explicitly refers to the extermination of the Jews and the importance of the role of the 

bystanders. The classification of genocide is reinforced by the content of the testimonies. 

Almost all the stories report horrific criminal acts of the Bosnian Serbian Army and the 

paramilitary,  directed against unarmed members of the Muslim population of the enclave. 

However, not many of the testimonies explicitly refer to the massacre as "genocide". They 

describe the violence they witnessed without classifying it in terms as "genocide" or "ethnic 

cleansing".  Again, my argument here is not to judge whether genocide took place or not - 

indeed I think that that the categorisation as genocide is justified - but to indicate that this 

classification of the violence does not follow unmediated from the witness reports. Instead, 

Hren’s classification is fully dependent on an interpretation of what political and legal norms 

can be applied to the narratives. 

The second frame in Hren’s publication is that she give the disaster an individual face. 

The declarations are structured in the following form. 

Declaration no. 1 
 
F.S. from the village Hrnčići (municipality Bratunac). Mother of three children. Nine 
days after she gave birth to a daughter, she fled with her family to Srebrenica. In search 

                                                 

534 Ibid., p. 14.  
535 Ibid., p. 13.  
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of food she went four times to Žepa by foot, a place that is situated on a distance of 
about 50 kilometre from Srebrenica. With her three children, mother in law and a 
disabled member of the family she was on her way to the UN base in Potočari. 
 
Near to the Vezionica factory in Srebrenica I said goodbye to my husband. He jumped 
over the river and went in the direction of the forest. Suddenly he stopped and said to 
me: "Well, good luck!" I waved at him, but thought that we would never see each other 
again. Grenades were falling everywhere. One of them also fell on the UN base. Crying 
and yelling could be heard everywhere. Blood stained bags with flour and bread were 
spread over the road. There was blood everywhere. Nobody wanted to help the 
wounded women. The soldiers of the UN laughed about our misery. (…)537 

 

This way of representing the fall of Srebrenica enables the reader to identify (to a certain 

extend) with the personal experiences of the survivors instead of seeing them as an 

anonymous group of victims expressed in numbers and statistics. Reading the testimonies 

gives an impression of the impact of the violence on the lives of the survivors. The book also 

contains stories in which Serbs tried to help and resisted orders of their commanders.538  This 

prevents us from condemning Serbs as a group. Instead, we can judge them individually in 

relation to their contribution to the disaster. There is a danger in this strategy as well. The 

tactics of individualisation also frames the way that we perceive responsibility for what 

happened, because whether an individual act will be finally understood as a deed of 

resistance, crime or madness is dependent on the norms of the past and present social orders. 

It is here again that heteronomous responsibility is concealed by the codification of the event 

as the sum of autonomous actions.   

A third intervention by Hren is her choice to frame the accounts in a broad time scope. 

The extent of the violent histories destabilises the image of Srebrenica as a short termed 

peacekeeping accident. The events that Hren describes cover the period between the first 

attack on Srebrenica by the followers of Arkan and Šešelj in 1992 and the fall of the "Safe 

Area" and the (attempts to) escape to Tuzla in July 1995. Although Hren’s account does not 

escape forms of mythologisation, to a certain extent she destabilises accounts on Srebrenica 

that represent the events as a chronological story line with a clear plot. Nevertheless, this 

account is also inclined to mythologisation in sofar as “a way out” and/or a lesson is provided 

as, for example, Rabbi Soetendorp’s introduction illustrates. He speculates about a different 
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course of history in case only one or two Dutchbat soldiers had refused to leave the enclave,  

unless the Bosnians where released.539 

The NIOD report, which is framed in terms of chronology and effectiveness, also 

contains witness testimonies, but these are mainly used as illustration and evidence to support 

the story line.540 The NIOD researchers have not used testimonies in order to effectively 

reflect the meaning of the war for the local population, but mainly to find evidence for the 

course of events in the last days of the enclave and during the journey to Tuzla after the fall. 

The NIOD researchers take not of the fact that, for example, relatively large quantities of 

testimonies of the journey to Tuzla are available,  

but that this information is extremely fragmented and is based on individual accounts. 
There can be no general, all-embracing overview. This makes it particularly difficult to 
reconstruct the journey as a whole, particularly when considering the various factors 
that caused the column to split up at a relatively early stage. Experiences differed. The 
ongoing fear and sense of insecurity, the loss of family members, the apparent 
proximity of death and the sense of helplessness felt by the people may have influenced 
their perception. Memories may have been corrupted by information gained since. 
There was great confusion even before setting out for Tuzla and this certainly did not 
diminish as the column progressed.541  

 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the NIOD concludes that the individual accounts on the 

journey only differ in their details.542 According to Selma Leydesdorff, however, it is exactly 

in the erasure of these individual differences in war experiences that we can eventually find 

truth about the war. She wrote a book on Srebrenica, which was in part a response to the 

neglect of survivor testimonies in the NIOD report. She says that rather than those 

testimonies, it is the accounts of Dutchbat soldiers, which are central to the Dutch narrative 

reconstructions of Srebrenica and that victimhood is treated in a very abstract way.543 

Leydesdorff sees an important task for the historian in deciphering witness accounts.544 She 

                                                 

539 Ibid., introduction 
540 The NIOD researchers state in their report on Srebrenica that it is their main aim to relate “the Dutch will to 
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543 Selma Leydesdorff, De leegte achter ons laten: Een geschiedenis van de vrouwen van Srebrenica, 2008, p. 
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544 Nanci Adler, Selma Leydesdorff, Nary Chamberlain and Leyla Neyzi (eds.), Memories of Mass Repression: 

Narrating Life Stories in the Afthermath of Atrocity, 2009, p. X.  
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states (together with her co-authors) that “mining memory is the only way in which we can 

hope to arrive at a truer, and less biased, historical account of certain events.”545 Unlike Hren 

and the NIOD report, she acknowledges that “in the writing of the history of genocide, 

‘emotional’ memory and ‘objective’ historical research are interwoven and inseparable.”546 

She sees the creation of the narrative as “an act of interaction between the text of the narrator 

and the listener, whereby the text of the narrator itself constitutes only part of what is 

studied.”547 However, by framing the task of the historian as “deciphering” and “mining” she 

also depoliticises the role of the researcher. This perspective on the role of the researchers 

bears some resemblance with what I noted earlier on the perceived role of the intelligence 

expert, especially as they share an aim to “arrive at a truer, and less biased, … account of 

certain events.” The representation of information is imagined as an (old) form of 

geographical exploration in which “the explorer’s claim was to be trusted as an eyewitness to 

a world that few or no others had seen.”548 The depoliticisation of the role of the researcher is 

further affirmed by Leydesdorff’s classification of the witnesses in relation to truth. She 

identifies three types of witnesses as possible sources for a historiography of the events in 

Srebrenica: perpetrators, the Dutch soldiers and the survivors. According to Leydesdorff, 

neither the perpetrators nor the Dutch soldiers “who saw what happened” can be expected to 

tell the truth. For the perpetrators she assumes this to be self-evident, and concerning the 

Dutch soldiers, she mentions the official censorship and enormous social pressure, and states 

that “we may assume that everything in their psyche will be inclined towards pleading 

themselves not guilty.”549 The only category of witnesses whom she judges able to tell the 

truth is that of the survivors “as they have nothing to be silent about.”550 Leydesdorff’s here 

designates truth to the domain of the victims in interaction with the perceptive interpretation 

of historians and closes off any option of truth telling by others. She does not consider the 

fact, that some of the perpetrators indeed have been prepared to speak up as can be proven by 

the case of Dražen Erdemović. According to the ICTY judgement on his case, Erdemović 
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“came forward voluntary and told of his part in the massacres before his involvement was 

known to any investigation authorities.”551 Some Dutchbatters have been publicly critical of 

their own role as well.552 Moreover, some survivors have given testimonies that exhibit some 

of the complexities of the survivor roles. Emir Suljagić for example describes in his book 

Postcards from the Grave how some of the inhabitants of the Srebrenica enclave lost all their 

human dignity by the actions they undertook to survive. He writes: “In a way, it was our war 

within a war. During the day we fought against the Serbs, and during the night we fought 

against each other for every bit of food, for one plastic packet. For the nth time people lost all 

their scruples, went beyond all limits of human behaviour, once again losing all dignity.”553 

From this perspective, there might be reasons for survivors as well not wanting to tell “the 

whole truth,” to which I want to add, that my observations here, are no reaffirmation of the 

“no good guys, no bad guys” thesis that has been so prominent in the international Srebrenica 

approaches. I do want to address, though, some problematic assumptions on the possibilities 

of truth telling. The problem in Leydesdorff’s argument is not only that we presuppose an a 

priori truth by judging who is able to speak it or not, but also the claim that the position of the 

witness as perpetrator, bystander or victim would fully determine the possibilities of truth 

telling.  

Leydesdorff’s oral history project on the women of Srebrenica nevertheless constitutes 

a valuable counterpart to the NIOD report by representing the war experiences as reflected in 

the personal lives of victims. The NIOD report is almost exclusively directed towards the 

technicalities of the war and indeed leaves little room for individual testimonies of 

survivors.554 Hans Blom, the leader of the NIOD research team even did his very best to avoid 

any association of the Srebrenica research with what he saw as emotions.555 One of the NIOD 
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researchers, Titia Frankfurt, complained about this attitude in an interview. She says: “[Blom] 

continually called ‘No emotions!’ from behind his desk.”556 Moreover, the NIOD report 

blamed the failed peacekeeping mission on the surplus of emotions and the lack of moral 

realism in Dutch politics, as I have mentioned before. Thus, on the one hand, there are the 

academic reconstructions like the NIOD report claiming that only accounts without emotions 

can give a clear picture of what happened. Here we can ask why one should be interested at 

all in such an “emotionless” reconstruction on the bases that it provides no clue about the 

meaning of the event as reflected in individual lives. Or as Leydesdorff puts forward: “We 

cannot understand war without knowing human suffering.”557 Moreover, Leydesdorff notes 

that those emotions are facts of war as well and that those facts should also be taken into 

account.558 On the other hand, academics like Leydesdorff who claim that only those directly 

involved and especially the survivors can lead us to the truth about what happened may not 

appreciate radically enough the interdependence of existing social orders and the problem of 

recognisability of victimhood and experiences. Constituting the role of the researcher as an 

expert with special skills to identify and categorise victimhood and truth, may also, 

unwittingly or not, have a depoliticising effect. According to Leydesdorff, “the main problem 

is what cannot be remembered and put into words.”559 She notes that the women of Srebrenica 

that she interviewed were not only reluctant to talk about the atrocities and the pain that they 

had gone through, but also about what was perceived as “good” in the past. She says: “I am 

referring not to the trauma, but to their past of peaceful co-existence with those who 

eventually betrayed them. This past can hardly be understood now. The betrayal they 

witnessed, the participation of friends, neighbours and loved ones in murder and genocide, 

also prevents them from developing any vision of the future.”560 Although Leydesdorff 

expressly states not to refer to the trauma, I believe that the loss of trust in the previous social 

order that betrayed them indeed is a crucial element of the trauma. Moreover, it is precisely 

this loss of trust in the “good” and “normal” of the previous social order, that harbours the 
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political potential of trauma. It is this loss that “haunts” the social orders that have produced 

the crisis in the first place.  

The question of how to critique and to reform present orders is a truly political one. I 

believe that there is a task for the critical researcher to make those political spaces 

recognisable as such, and not concealing them in a positivist logic of analysis nor in the strive 

for healing and closure for individuals or communities. 
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9. Lost in closure: Visions for the future 

 

 

Justice demands that we locate our political identity between what we have inherited and what is not 

yet born, between what we can only imagine and the histories that constrain and shape that 

imagination. 

(Wendy Brown, 2001)561 

 

The discussion on a Dutch national Srebrenica trauma in relation to the question of 

Dutch responsibility towards the failed peacekeeping mission, could be useful in so far as it 

opens up the field of secondary politics. It can give a different view on the confrontation with 

international problems and the rationalities of what is usually seen as normal or first order 

politics. Moreover, it can deepen our understanding of personhood and community. This 

however, is not exactly the way the debates on Srebrenica have developed until now. The 

current memorialisation of Srebrenica entails a high level of depoliticisation by concealing 

some of the fundamental questions that are related to it. Questions that surely touch upon 

Dutch identity. Although debates on trauma are no recipe to solve the question of how to 

describe, or to "encircle", horrific "events" in a responsible and just way, they do have a 

potential for political change. Therefore, the questioning of the limits, possibilities and 

constitutive effects of the memorialisation of Srebrenica is, and ought to be, an ongoing 

process of exploration.  

Wendy Brown notes that there are two important questions concerning the writing of a 

history that is sensitive to its politics. First, we should ask which account is the most truthful, 

and secondly, we should ask what its meaning is for the present political and cultural life.562 

She states, for example, that an insistence on the materiality or facticity of the Holocaust does 

not teach us anything about the question of how the Holocaust lives in the present.563 There is 

a growing body of literature that explores the possibilities of theorising the experiences of war 

in ways that are more sensitive to the vulnerability of human being, its dependence on others, 

                                                 

561 Brown, Politics out of History, p. 226.  
562 Ibid., p. 141.  
563 Ibid.  



 152 

and the workings of mourning, grieving and feeling inexplicable loss.564 This not only 

concerns the victims, but also soldiers who complain that their education for warfare did not 

prepare them for their experiences of warfare during the missions.565  

The promise of progress and human rights and “The Pillar of Shame” 

The violence in Srebrenica has become a symbol for the war in the former Yugoslavia 

but also for the peacekeeping failure of the international community. As such it has a 

destabilising effect on the foundational narrative of progress and human rights of the 

Netherlands, Europe and the UN. Europe’s rationale for integration is built on the “never 

again” promise that emerged from the Second World War and that promise has at least partly 

been broken. On 11 July 2010, the German activist Philip Ruch symbolised this broken 

promise in his Srebrenica monument “The Pillar of Shame”.  He put a pile of 16,744 shoes 

with a “UN” sign on it in front of the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. Each pair of shoes 

represents a victim of the Srebrenica massacre. 

 

 

Srebrenica memorial “The Pillar of Shame” by Philip Ruch Berlin, 11 July 2010566 
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Srebrenica memorial “The Pillar of Shame” by Philip Ruch Berlin, 11 July 2010567 

 

Nevertheless, we keep on reconstructing the events in Srebrenica as if the promises of 

progress and human rights still hold unstained, and as if the political cultural narratives based 

on the modernist conceptions of personhood, statehood and constitutions were still intact.568 

The positivist emphasis on facticity, hard knowledge, instrumentalism, legalism and other 

forms of totalising codification, close off several urgent political questions of sensemaking. 

Brown warns for the dangers of such political attitude. She says, “when a disintegrating 

political or cultural narrative seems irreplaceable, panicked and reactionary clutching is 

inevitable; when this perceived irreplaceability refers to a narrative or formation actually lost, 

melancholy sets in.”569 Anders Breivik’s manifest A European Declaration of Independence 

and his violent attack on social democracy and pluralism can be considered such an example 

of a reactionary response to the disintegration of the political and cultural narrative of 

Europe.570 In his manifest, Breivik displays a cultural fundamentalism that segregates people 
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spatially with each culture in its place, securely demarcated and defended.571 He refers to 

accounts on the Balkan war to “prove” his point.  

Traumatic international events that are reconstructed as accidents, surprises and 

exceptions will not change anything to the “normal” lives of outsiders. The very idea of those 

exceptions is indeed a reaffirmation of the normalcy of our present social orders. Srebrenica 

may have gone wrong in an “exceptional” way, but we pretend to have repaired the 

“mistakes” by adjusting our crisis management system for a safer future. The 

individual/incidental approach to traumatic experiences is a missed chance to get some special 

insights into the vulnerable relationality of our social orders. Social orders which can be 

nothing else if not responsible for traumatic experience, because our ideas of personhood and 

community depend on them. This is not to say, though, that it would be enough to accept the 

vulnerability and relationality of social orders to prevent traumas from happening. However, 

an acknowledgement that social orders can never completely provide for “wholeness”, 

“unity”, “perfection”, “purity” etc., would be a different starting point. As David Campbell 

established, the incapacity of discourses and institutions of international politics to 

accommodate hybrid or multicultural identities, has, if anything, been one of the most 

significant shortcomings exposed by the Bosnian war. 572 Moreover, this incapacity is not only 

a problem in respect of the Balkans, but currently is one of the most pressing political issues 

in Europe. In the Netherlands, there is a tendency to tighten the definition of “normal 

Dutchness.” Citizens with “double nationalities” have become a topic of political debate. And 

more generally, loyalties are questioned when one’s identity is not “clear”. What is not made 

explicit is that this discussion actually can only take place on the presupposition of the very 

possibility of clear, separate and unproblematic identities. The same presupposition may have 

been the background of the idea that ethnic separation - or in other words a politics of the 

enclave - in Bosnia could be a solution to the conflict.573 The confrontation, however, with 

some extremes of this logic in the former Yugoslavian war, in which the strive for 

homogenous identities resulting in “ethnically pure” enclaves, may give us some insight in 

how nostalgia and the desire for the “authentic” can trick us into the worst of traumas.  
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In this respect, it should be noted that also the Genocide Convention is not free from 

essentialised conceptions of community either. It only provides for the protection of 

homogeneous groups.574 In order to be able to claim protection by the Convention, the target 

group needs to be represented in terms of national, ethnical, racial or religious terms.  Mixed 

groups striving for example for political pluralism are not protected by the Convention. 

According to William Schabas, the term “ethnical” was even added to the Convention in order 

to ensure that the term “national” would not be confused with “political.”575 Having said this, 

the Convention does allow for a more deterritorialised approach to responsibility by framing 

the crime in terms of an attack against human diversity and relates it to a universal 

responsibility to prevent such attacks – all be it restricted in terms of national, ethnical, racial 

of religious groups. 

Campbell points at the difficulty of articulating alternatives for the essentialised 

understandings of cultural responsibility. He sees “a lack of conceptual resources to think of 

the question of community in other than an essentialising nostalgic manner.”576 Therefore, 

alternative histories that embrace a deterritorialised and heteronomous understanding of 

responsibility could be such resources. These histories would include an acknowledgement of 

the intertwinedness of subjectivity, ethics and responsibility and the primacy of alterity. Or, to 

recall Jeffrey Popke’s words, a proposal, to “think the space of the event as the means by 

which we affirm our subjectivity in and through the other.”577 In other words, it is through 

reconstructions like those of Srebrenica that we affirm who we are.  

Another form of rethinking a deterritorialised responsibility can be found in Brown’s 

proposal for a novel mode of temporality as a basis for political responsibility.578 She 

highlights different aspects of Derrida’s ideas than Campbell does. She proposes to take the 

figure of the spectre of history more seriously and problematises the “out of jointness” of 

time. According to Brown, the spectre of history can be considered as “a site of renewal for 

historical consciousness and political agency after all modernist logics of history and political 
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change have given up the ghost.”579 It is not only necessary to insist on the political face of 

history as a persistent question about the way the past is remembered or disavowed, 

historiography is also a battle with the past over the possibilities for the future.580 In order to 

do both justice to the uniqueness and horrors of the events, and to their bearings on the future, 

truthful historical accounts must find a way between old metaphors and new forms of 

expression. That is why Brown stresses that “justice demands that we locate our political 

identity between what we have inherited and what is not yet born, between what we can only 

imagine and the histories that constrain and shape that imagination.”581  

 

In the previous chapters, I have analysed various reconstructions of the failed 

peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica and shown that these reconstructions not only describe 

what happened, but also constitute responsibility and subjectivity in the narrative framing of 

what happened. Based on a Levinassian perspective on ethics that precedes subjectivity and 

responsibility, I have proposed to repoliticise the question of responsibility for the failed 

peacekeeping mission in Srebrenica by not asking if there is a special Dutch responsibility to 

Srebrenica, but rather how we shape responsibility and subjectivity in the face of large-scale 

violence in Srebrenica. The analysis of the reconstructions of what happened in Srebrenica 

further shows that responsibility for what happened did not end in July 1995, but is an 

ongoing process. As Wendy Brown notes: “We inherit not ‘what really happened’ to the dead 

but what lives on from that happening, what is conjured from it, how past generations and 

events occupy the force fields in the present, how they claim us, and how they haunt, plague, 

and inspirit our imaginations and visions for the future.”582 With the notion of “conjuration,” 

Brown refers to a political agency that is a mixture of conscious and unconscious elements of 

an activity that figures the past as “alive” in the present.583 This past can be conjured in a way 

that will shape possibilities for, and constraints of the future.  

Guilt, debt and apologies are important elements in all of the debates on Srebrenica, 

but the constitutive effects on global politics and how those effects govern our political lives 

are usually ignored. Understanding the spirit of the events in Srebrenica as a force that lives 
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with us in the present and shapes and constrains possibilities for the future, not only opens up 

many profound questions of responsibility, politics and law, but also involves a critique of the 

positivist approaches of analysis that fall short of the capacity to incorporate such a 

perspective. 
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Samenvatting 

Verloren in Srebrenica 

Verantwoordelijkheid en subjectiviteit in de reconstructies van een gefaalde 

peacekeeping missie 

 

In 1995 kwamen Nederlandse VN militairen terug van een missie in Srebrenica 

waarbij er duizenden slachtoffers vielen. Het in 1993 door de Verenigde Naties tot  “Safe 

Area” uitgeroepen gebied voor Bosnische Moslims was veroverd door Bosnische Serviërs, 

die vervolgens met name een groot deel van de op de vlucht geslagen mannelijke bevolking 

vermoordden. De vraag naar verantwoordelijkheid in relatie tot de Nederlandse VN-missie in 

Srebrenica is de afgelopen jaren op verschillende manieren beantwoord door politici, 

diplomaten, militairen, journalisten, wetenschappers, juristen, overlevenden en activisten. Het 

NIOD-rapport en de Nederlandse parlementaire enquête hebben de geschiedenis van de 

Srebrenica-missie niet afgesloten. Getuige de vele rechtszaken gerelateerd aan Srebrenica en 

de frequentie waarmee nieuwe en oude Srebrenica-kwesties in de media opduiken kan gesteld 

worden dat Srebrenica nog steeds door de Nederlandse samenleving spookt. 

In dit proefschrift wordt het “spook” van Srebrenica tot onderwerp gemaakt. Dit wordt 

gedaan door niet in de eerste plaats de vraag te stellen wat de internationale 

verantwoordelijkheid voor Srebrenica behelst, maar door te analyseren hoe de diverse 

Srebrenica-reconstructies de internationale verantwoordelijkheid in relatie tot Srebrenica 

hebben vormgegeven. Het Nederlandse NIOD-rapport en de rechtstribunalen spelen hierin 

een belangrijke rol.  

Een aantal prominente thema’s en referenties in het Srebrenica-debat wordt opnieuw 

bezien in het licht van een poststructuralistische verantwoordelijkheidsbenadering. Tot de 

besproken thema’s behoren de ethiek en effectiviteit van internationale interventie, de 

conceptualisering van geweld als genocide, etnische identiteit en gemeenschap, de 

voorspelbaarheid van de val van Srebrenica en de rol van trauma’s en getuigen. In het 

onderzoeksperspectief is verantwoordelijkheid onlosmakelijk verbonden aan subjectiviteit en 

ethiek. Met deze benadering kan begrepen worden hoe het proces waarin het geweld in 

Srebrenica tot onderwerp, ofwel subject, gemaakt wordt gerelateerd is aan de vormgeving van 

verantwoordelijkheden.  
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In de analyse ligt de nadruk op de dubbele werking van teksten en getuigenissen, 

waarin altijd zowel een deel van de werkelijkheid wordt buitengesloten als geproduceerd. 

Hoewel deze dubbele werking onontkoombaar is in elke zinvolle tekst, wordt de politieke 

betekenis van dit proces vaak niet als zodanig herkend. Het doel van dit onderzoek is (in de 

meeste gevallen) niet het weerleggen van de feitelijkheid van de representaties, maar het 

blootleggen van mogelijkheidsvoorwaarden en beperkingen die de teksten in zich dragen om 

iets als een relevant feit te presenteren of juist niet. In de introductie wordt het dubbele effect 

van representaties van schokkende gebeurtenissen uiteengezet aan de hand van een 

tekstfragment van Robert Musil dat een belangrijke bijdrage levert aan het theoretisch 

perspectief.  

Hoewel dit proefschrift verwijst naar gebeurtenissen in het verleden, is het in eerste 

instantie niet bedoeld als een historiografie maar als een politieke analyse van een actueel 

fenomeen. De Srebrenica-rapportages die besproken worden, beschrijven weliswaar 

gebeurtenissen van het verleden, maar hebben ook een effect op de vormgeving en politieke 

en juridische mogelijkheden in het heden en de toekomst. Wanneer bijvoorbeeld de 

Srebrenica rapportages, de internationale diplomatie en de genocide conventie etnische 

groepen representeren als universele pre-politieke basiseenheden in de internationale 

samenleving, dan wordt in politieke conflicten het verdedigen van hybride identiteiten al snel 

“onrealistisch” of, zoals in het geval van de genocide conventie, juridisch onmogelijk. 

In dit onderzoek wordt geconcludeerd, dat met name het analytisch en moreel 

positivisme dat ten grondslag ligt aan veel Srebrenica-rapportages, eerder oorzaak dan gevolg 

is van het voortduren van Srebrenica als “kwelgeest” van de Nederlandse politiek. De wijze 

van beschrijven en codificeren van de gebeurtenissen heeft te vaak een depolitiserend effect. 

Door deze depolitisering blijven belangrijke politieke vragen buiten beeld. Niet alleen 

concrete politieke vraagstukken zoals bijvoorbeeld de internationale en militaire 

verantwoordelijkheid ten aanzien van genocide, maar ook andere ethisch-politieke dimensies 

die in elke beschrijving van de werkelijkheid aanwezig is. Door de nadruk te leggen op de 

processen waarin de gebeurtenissen tot onderwerp of tot feiten geworden zijn, laat dit 

onderzoek zien waar een aantal verantwoordelijkheidsvragen te vinden zijn en hoe ze op een 

andere manier gesteld kunnen worden.  
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Opbouw 

De analyse is als volgt opgebouwd. In elk hoofdstuk wordt een aantal prominente 

representaties van Srebrenica geanalyseerd. In hoofdstuk 1, Confrontatie met een mondiaal 

probleem, wordt aan de hand van een tekstfragment van Robert Musil de 

onderzoeksbenadering van de verantwoordelijkheidsvraag geïntroduceerd. Het tekstfragment 

illustreert dat het beschrijven van een gebeurtenis niet los gezien kan worden van de 

identiteitsconstituerende effecten van de uitspraken zelf. Deze bedoelde en onbedoelde 

effecten hebben een directe relatie naar de mogelijkheidsvoorwaarden van een 

verantwoordelijke respons. Het fragment laat bijvoorbeeld zien hoe de unieke betekenis van 

een gebeurtenis kan verdwijnen wanneer we deze benaderen met een algemeen verklarend 

patroon. Het laat ook zien hoe de interpretatiekaders verbonden zijn aan processen van 

kadrering en categorisering die als zodanig niet ter discussie staan. Deze processen zijn 

inherent politiek – want verbonden aan processen van in- en uitsluiting - maar vallen buiten 

het domein wat normaal gesproken als politiek beschouwd wordt. De vraag wie een stem 

heeft in de reconstructies van het gebeurde en wie als  actor, getuige of buitenstaander 

beschouwd wordt is ook verbonden aan de politiek van de beschrijving, hoe neutraal of 

objectief deze ook mag lijken. 

In Hoofdstuk 2 Verloren in theorieën van Internationale Betrekkingen: Subjectiviteit, 

ethiek en verantwoordelijkheid, wordt beargumenteerd dat traditionele positivistische 

theorieën op het gebied van geschiedenis, internationale betrekkingen en recht een grote rol 

spelen in de Srebrenica-rapportages en dat deze slechts een zeer beperkte opvatting van 

verantwoordelijkheid mogelijk maken. Het gaat verder in op de vraag hoe een 

poststructuralistische benadering van mondiale problemen nieuwe perspectieven kan openen 

op verantwoordelijkheidsvragen. Dit perspectief benadrukt de verknooptheid van 

verantwoordelijkheid, subjectiviteit en ethiek en introduceert daarbij het begrip “heteronome 

verantwoordelijkheid”. In tegenstelling tot een autonoom verantwoordelijkheidsbegrip  

waarin het subject verondersteld wordt vrij te zijn naar welke principes het handelt, gaat een 

heteronome verantwoordelijkheid vooraf aan de totstandkoming van het “het autonome 

individu”, “de staat” of andere verantwoordelijk geachte entiteiten. Vanuit dit heteronome en 

relationele perspectief op verantwoordelijkheid kan duidelijk gemaakt worden hoe deze 

verantwoordelijkheid ook juist beperkt wordt – of verloren lijkt te gaan – door de 

symbolisatie ervan. De relevantie van deze verantwoordelijkheidsconceptie wordt in de 

volgende hoofdstukken aan de hand van een selectie Srebrenica-rapportages verkend.  
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Hoofdstuk 3 Verloren in definities: Het wordingsproces van Srebrenica tot mondiaal 

probleem richt zich op de representaties die Srebrenica op een internationaal podium hebben 

gebracht. Het laat zien dat de definiëring van het geweld in Srebrenica direct verbonden was 

aan verschillende interpretaties van de oorlogscontext in Bosnië. Er wordt geanalyseerd hoe  

de verschillende dimensies van de definitiestrijd gerelateerd zijn aan de 

mogelijkheidsvoorwaarden van een internationale respons. 

Hoofdstuk 4 Verloren in revisionisme: De relationaliteit van waarheid gaat in op de 

representaties waarin ontkend wordt dat er in Srebrenica genocide heeft plaatsgevonden. De 

revisionisten positioneren de gebeurtenissen in Srebrenica als een door de internationale 

gemeenschap in scène gezette legitimatie voor een liberaal/kapitalistisch interventionisme. De 

analyse van deze representatie laat zien hoe kwetsbaar de positivistische analyses zijn voor 

het revisionisme. Ook wordt ingegaan op de vraag hoe er vanuit een poststructuralistisch 

perspectief waarheidsclaims en morele oordelen geveld kunnen worden. 

Hoofdstuk 5 Verloren in instrumentalisme: De depolitisering van militaire actie, 

diplomatie en genocide toont aan wat er verloren gaat in de instrumentalistische benadering 

van militaire actie, diplomatie en misdaden tegen de menselijkheid. Een strikte scheiding van 

doel en middelen is typerend voor veel benaderingen van militaire en diplomatieke strategie. 

Deze voorstelling van zaken plaatst militaire actie in een instrumenteel, a-politiek en 

pragmatisch domein en maakt het daarmee moeilijk om deze acties ook als productief te zien 

in het scheppen van politieke en juridische subjectiviteit en mogelijkheden. Deze scheiding 

speelt een belangrijke rol in een aantal prominente academische verhandelingen over 

Srebrenica. 

Hoofdstuk 6 Verloren in harde kennis: Onzekerheid,” intelligence failures” en de 

“ last minute” genocide van Srebrenica verkent de politieke rol van waarheidsvinding in de 

historische en juridische reconstructies die na de val van de enclave zijn gemaakt. Het NIOD 

rapport reconstrueert het geweld in Srebrenica als een “verrassingsaanval” en als een 

“ intelligence failure”. Beargumenteerd wordt dat deze claims rusten op een problematische 

opvatting over de mogelijkheden van “harde kennis” die een belangrijke rol speelt binnen 

intelligence studies. Een soortgelijke harde kennisopvatting kan ook herkend worden in de  

militair-technische reconstructies van het oorlogstribunaal voor het voormalige Joegoslavië. 

Hoewel er onderscheid gemaakt kan worden tussen de politieke verantwoordelijkheid om 

genocide te voorkomen en een juridische verantwoordelijkheid om de daad van genocide of 

medeplichtigheid daaraan te bestraffen, zijn in beide domeinen theorieën over intenties en 

voorkennis relevant. De instrumentalistische benadering van militaire omstandigheden laat 
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echter belangrijke verantwoordelijkheidsvraagstukken buiten beeld. Zowel de politieke als de 

juridische benaderingen sluiten paden af die een ander soort historische representaties zouden 

kunnen mobiliseren; representaties die een grotere sensitiviteit ten toon spreiden ten aanzien 

van beeld en taal en hun invloed op een mogelijke toekomst. 

Hoofdstuk 7 Verloren in de sociale orde: Staatsverhalen en traumaherinneringen 

analyseert de politieke relevantie van het identificeren van trauma in relatie tot de Srebrenica-

missie. Srebrenica is een onderwerp geworden dat niet alleen wordt aangeduid als “Europa’s 

grootste massamoord sinds de Tweede Wereldoorlog”, maar ook als een “nationaal trauma” 

voor Nederland. De relatie tussen trauma en staatsverhalen wordt hier verkend en leidt tot de 

conclusie dat het Srebrenica trauma ingezet wordt om een problematische status-quo te 

verdedigen in plaats van het trauma te benaderen als bron voor mogelijke politieke 

veranderingen.  

Hoofdstuk 8 Verloren in codificatie: Het doorbreken van staatsverhalen en het streven 

naar heling, afsluiting en objectiviteit analyseert de politieke effecten van de representaties 

van traumaherinneringen van directe getuigen. Met betrekking tot traumatische 

geschiedenissen worden er verschillende strategieën ingezet om de ervaringen van directe 

getuigen te codificeren en tot verhaal te maken. De onderzoekers van het NIOD hebben er in 

het Srebrenica-rapport voor gekozen om emotionele getuigenissen zoveel mogelijk te 

vermijden met als doel een zo objectief mogelijk rapport te kunnen presenteren. Andere 

onderzoekers betogen echter dat juist in de emotionele getuigenverklaringen de waarheid over 

Srebrenica te vinden is. Beide opvattingen worden in dit hoofdstuk geanalyseerd en er wordt 

beargumenteerd, dat in alle benaderingen noodzakelijkerwijs vormen van mythologisering 

aanwezig zijn die een politieke rol spelen.  

In het laatste hoofdstuk 9 Verloren in afsluiting: Toekomstvisies wordt het belang van 

een gedeterritorialeerde niet-essentialistische verantwoordelijkheidsopvatting benadrukt. De 

rapportages over de gefaalde peacekeeping missie in Srebrenica constitueren niet alleen 

bepaalde subjecten en verantwoordelijkheden, ze hebben ook een relatie naar de eigen 

identiteit en de beelden en (on)mogelijkheden van de toekomst. In het bijzonder de 

essentialistische premissen van autenticiteit, eenheid en afsluiting kunnen nieuwe vormen van 

enclavepolitiek voortbrengen, die potentieel gewelddadig zijn door hun uitsluitingseffecten. 

Er wordt geconcludeerd dat de wijze waarop we de gebeurtenissen in Srebrenica 

reconstrueren de toekomst weliswaar niet in deterministisch zin bepaalt, maar wel raakt aan 

de mogelijkheidsvoorwaarden voor de vormgeving van verantwoordelijkheid, identiteit en 

gemeenschap. 


