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Title:  Ethical Dilemmas in Peacekeeping Operations

In Book Three of Tolstoy’s epic, War and Peace, the hero, Pierre Bezukhov, arrives at the battlefield of Borodino to find that the fog of war has descended, obscuring everything he had expected to be clear. There is no order, there are no familiar patterns of action, all is contingency. He could not, Count Bezukhov admits, “even distinguish our troops from the enemy’s.”  And the worst is yet to come, for once the real fighting begins, chaos takes over in full.


—George Weigel, “Moral Clarity in a Time of War,”


First Things, 128 (December 2002)

Introduction: The Srebrenica case introduces a number of important issues for the senior leader: humanitarian intervention and the rules of engagement, chain of command in the midst of genocidal activities, the potential for deep moral conflict among various participants in the implementation of PKOs, e.g., loyalty, obedience and conscience.  The following case will provide the opportunity for leaders to think more deeply about possible ways of managing competing ethical demands, (e.g., conscience-duty-obligation) in a context where these seemingly conflicting requirements are under extreme pressure.  It will address these issues in an indirect manner, i.e., by elucidating the decisions made by those in leadership positions and then subsequently examining in greater detail why they apparently made the decisions they did, the results of those decisions, and how those decisions might have been different.

Lesson Objective: Analyze the decision making process of those at various levels of authority/ command in the Srebrenica case as to the ethical issues raised, their implications for senior leaders, and their strategic consequences.  JPMELA: 1c, 2a, 2b, 2d, 3a, 4b, 4c, 4d (Supported): CV-Integrity, Service Before Self, Excellence; SAE 1, 2, 8.
Desired Learning Outcomes:

1.  Understand the ethical dilemmas facing those involved in Peacekeeping Operations (or Humanitarian Interventions) as they interact at both the national-international as well as the institutional-individual levels.

2.  Analyze methodologies for managing competing ethical demands (e.g., conscience-duty-obligation) in an operational/strategic context of extreme pressure.

3.  Reflect deeply on the importance of developing a coherent perspective on ethics and the use of force.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1.  Do you see any failure of ethics, or ethical behavior in this case?  If so, where or with whom does the ethical failure lie?  With the UN, NATO, the Dutch forces, the Serbs, the residents of Srebrenica?  Anyone else?

2.  As a strategic leader, how will you operate in a coalition where some members do not share your ethical views?  

3.  What was the dilemma faced by Gen Janvier and Gen Smith?  How would you have responded to the mission as given to these two general officers?  Why did Gen Smith’s ‘thesis’ fail to receive the kind of response it seems to have merited?

4.  As a senior leader, what do you think Lt Col Karremans should have done differently?  Is he a person acting within a clearly defined ethical framework and making the ‘tough’ judgments?  Is he simply being practical and keeping his men alive?

5.  Does a universal ethical obligation exist in this case?  Is there more than one?  If so, what are they?  If not … why not?

6.  How does one square the moral imperatives of ‘humanitarian relief’ and punishing aggression?  In other words, was it ethical to have ‘opposed’ ethnic cleansing and instituted ‘safe areas’ in eastern Bosnia if you are unwilling to put your life at risk to protect the people in those areas?

Assigned Readings:

1.  Honig, Jan Willem and Norbert Both, “’Mission Impossible’: Designing a Safe-Area Policy,” Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime, Chapter 5, 1997, pp. 99–117.

2.  Honig, Jan Willem and Norbert Both, “The Deportation,” Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime, Chapter 2, 1997, pp. 28–47.

3.  Payne, Dr. Michael, “Srebrenica,” Case Study, Department of Leadership and Ethics, Air War College, April 2003, pp. 1–16.

Suggested Readings:

Honig, Jan Willem and Norbert Both, Srebrenica: Record of a War Crime (New York: Penguin Books, 1997).

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/bosnia/bosnia_herz_pol97.pdf
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/cryfromthegrave/
http://www.haverford.edu/relg/sells/srebrenica/unsrebrenica.htm
http://www.haverford.edu/relg/sells/reports/UNsrebrenicareport.htm
http://www.un.org/peace/bnote010101.pdf
http://carlisle-www.army.mil/usacsl/divisions/pki/Humanitarian/human.htm
http://194.134.65.21/srebrenica/  [Dutch Government Post-Mortem of Srebrenica]

http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/bosnia/
Johnson, James Turner, Morality and Contemporary Warfare (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).

Rohde, David, Endgame (New York: Farrar, Strauss, Giroux, 1997).

Mills, Nicolaus, ed., The New Killing Fields: Massacre and the Politics of Intervention (New York: Basic Books, 2002)
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