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The United States policy response to foreign conflict depends on myriad of 
circumstances, predominantly realist arguments determining the magnitude of 
threat posed to the United States by the given discord.  Yet, one form of conflict 
exists whose importance transcends all practical implications or strategic 
necessities, and demands, as the world’s lone superpower and unrivaled military 
force, American intervention: genocide.  Following the end of the Cold War, 
America experienced a period of uncertainty over the future direction of US foreign 
policy, manifesting hesitancy toward military interventionism in international 
affairs.  Despite promises of “never again” after witnessing the abhorrent 
consequences of delayed interventionism during World War II and the 
monstrosities that continued undeterred, in the end the Yugoslavian crisis 
demonstrated an American failure to sustain self-declared moral obligations.  The 
ethnic cleansing in the Balkan region during the 1990s demonstrates the failure of 
two administrations—George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton—to lead the country in 
fulfilling its moral responsibility by intervening in acts of genocide, and instead 
succumbed to domestic pressures by displacing responsibility for intervention on 
other members of an unprepared global community.   
 
 
 
 
Introduction 

 The United States policy response to foreign conflict depends on myriad of 

circumstances, predominantly realist arguments determining the magnitude of 

threat posed to the United States by the given discord.  Yet, one form of conflict 

exists whose importance transcends all practical implications or strategic 

necessities, and demands, as the world’s lone hegemon and unrivaled military force, 

American intervention: genocide.
1
  The atrocities of World War II demonstrate the 

                                                 
1
 To understand the argument one must first understand the term genocide and its related application 

to the exploration of the United States’ role in the Balkan conflict of the 1990s.  The Convention on 

the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide adopted by the UN General Assembly in 

December 1948, coming into effect in January 1951, defines genocide as:  “any of the following acts 

committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, 

as such:  a) killing members of the group; b) causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of 
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consequences of hesitant intervention by world powers in global affairs, and led to 

the unified declaration, “Never again,” would the world allow such horrors to 

occur.  Only fifty years later, after the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the 

Cold War, American foreign policy failed to corroborate its rhetoric by disregarding 

old promises of interdiction, demonstrated most clearly by the examples of 

genocide found in Rwanda and the Balkans.  Addressing the latter, arguably the 

greatest blame for the costly hesitancy falls on the office of the president.  Realists 

argue that American interests supported intervention in the expounding conflict, 

because of the direct importance of European stability, especially the continued 

stability within Western Europe and the increasing role of American assistance in 

the democratization of newly independent states in the Eastern and Central 

European regions.  However, more importantly, the ethnic cleansing in the Balkan 

region during the 1990s demonstrates the failure of two administrations—George 

H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton—to lead the country in fulfilling its moral 

responsibility by intervening in acts of genocide, and instead succumbed to 

domestic pressures by displacing responsibility for intervention on other members 

of an unprepared global community.  The absence of external intervention in the 

region led to over 200,000 deaths and a million internally displaced persons 

between 1991 and 1995.    

 

Serbian Political Developments  

 With the German defeat after World War II, Josip Broz Tito emerged as a 

leading political figure in Yugoslavia, garnishing support from both peoples within 

the region and the Allied forces.  Tito, a former Bolshevik and committed 

communist, led Yugoslavia to declaring independence from the U.S.S.R., 

demonstrating a break with Stalin that would lead to increased Western support 

over the next thirty-five years.
2
  The United States during this period sought to 

bolster Soviet opposition in the region, and Tito’s defiance towards Stalin led to 

billions of American dollars being allocated to the Yugoslav treasury.
3
  With the 

death of Tito, in 1980, and the rise of separatist and nationalist groups filling the 

power vacuum, “Yugoslavia simply vanished from the American consciousness.”
4
 

 Over the next decade, claims of perceived ethnic discrimination, continuing 

disputes over the future of Kosovo, and unappeased expectations for improvement 

                                                                                                                                        
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 births within the 

group; e) forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”  “Convention on the 

Prevention and Punishment of Crime of Genocide, Article II,” Human Rights International; 
available from < http://www.hrweb.org/legal/genocide.html>; accessed on 24 November 2006. 

 
2
 “Background Note: Serbia,” U.S. Department of State [government web portal], July 2006; 

available from <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5388.htm>; accessed on 01 October 2006. 
3
 Dusko Doder, “Yugoslavia: New War, Old Hatreds,”  Foreign Policy, No. 91, Summer 1993; 

available from JStor [online database] < http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0015-

7228%28199322%290%3A91%3C3%3AYNWOH%3E2.0.CO%3B2-K >; accessed on 31 October 

2006, 3. 
4
 Doder, 3. 
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led to the augmenting influence of the Serbian Orthodox Church, and a dramatic 

rise in number and militancy of Serbian nationalist groups.  In the late 1980s, 

despite counterclaims by the governments of both republics, increasing calls of 

ethnically motivated discrimination and threats from Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia-

Herzegovina fueled the growing interethnic tension in the region.  In response, the 

Serbian government published exposes of recorded atrocities against Serbs 

committed by Croats under the direction of Hitler in 1941.
5
   

The fall of communism and end of the Cold War in 1991, spurred the 

release of pent-up ethnic tensions and exacerbated unstable relations within 

Yugoslavia due to fears of ethnic chauvinism within the newly emerging 

governments.
6
  Elected as president of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

by December of 1990, Slobodan Milosevic capitalized on the wave of Serbian 

nationalism and enacted policies imposing direct rule over the formerly independent 

provinces of Kosovo and Vovjodina.  Within a year, the Yugoslav republic 

disintegrated—Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Macedonia all 

seceded—and in April of 1992 the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) was 

formed between Serbia and Montenegro.
7
  Croatia’s declaration of independence on 

June 25, 1991, prompted war with the Yugoslav Army under Milosevic’s control 

lasting into January of the following year.  While official conflict between the two 

states ended, Croats were actively involved in the four year Bosnian War, 

supporting Bosnian Muslims and Croats against Bosnian Serbs and the Yugoslav 

National Army.
8
   

A similar sequence of events befell Bosnia, as secession prompted conflict 

from March 1992 continuing late into 1995 between Bosnian Serbs, to whom 

Milosevic provided monetary and military support, and the Bosnian Muslims and 

Croats.
9
  Serbian President Milosevic revocation of the Kosovan province’s 

autonomy prompted Albanian leadership within the province to declare 

independence from the FRY exacerbated already heightened ethnic tensions in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina.  In February and March of 1992, the Bosnian government 

held referendums on independence, leading to the state’s recognition by the 

European Union and the United States on April 6, 1992.  These events served as the 

catalyst for the Bosnian War.
10
  All parties involved in both conflicts committed 

human rights violations in their attempts at ethnically cleansing their respective 

regions.  In total, warring between the three parties resulted in over 200,000 

                                                 
5
 “Serbia:  History,” Country Watch [online database]; available from <http://0-

www.countrywatch.com.usmalibrary.usma.edu/cw_topic.aspx?type=text&vcountry=191&topic=PO

HIS> ; accessed on 26 September 2006. 
6
 CQ Researcher page 5. 

7
 “Background Note: Serbia,” 3. 

8
 “Croatia,” Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia, Microsoft Corporation 1993-2005. 

9
 “Serbia and Montenegro,” Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia,  Microsoft Corporation 1993-2005. 

10
 “Serbia: Political Conditions,” Country Watch [website and database]; available from <http://0- 

www.countrywatch.com.usmalibrary.usma.edu/cw_topic.aspx?type=text&vcountry=191&topic=PO 

sPCO>; accessed on 28 September 2006, 1. 
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deaths.
11
  During the actual fighting between 1991 and 1995, there were over 

96,000 confirmed deaths, nearly 40,000 civilian casualties.  Conveying the 

magnitude of cleansing employed by the Serbs, eighty-five percent of reported 

civilians killed were Bosnians, while less than ten percent were Serbian.
12
   

 

US Intervention and Global Leadership 

Following the end of the Cold War, America experienced a period of 

uncertainty over the future direction of US foreign policy, manifesting hesitancy 

toward military interventionism in international affairs.  Lacking clarity in purpose 

or direction, the American public and its government advocated for decreased US 

involvement reciprocated by greater acceptance of responsibility by other 

international actors—mainly the European Union and the United Nations, as well as 

individual state actors—in monitoring global affairs.  However, in the midst of 

encouraging diffused responsibility, US foreign policy in the Balkan region 

disregarded the state’s own obligations, which former President Dwight Eisenhower 

elaborates on in his 1953 inaugural address:  “To meet the challenge of our time, 

destiny has laid upon our country responsibility for the free world’s leadership.”
13
  

Forty years later, Senator Bob Dole expounds on the insufficient commitment of 

America in the post-Soviet international landscape, emphasizing the same 

necessities:  “The United States, as the only global power, must lead.  Europe—as 

individual states or as a collective—cannot…But only the United States can lead on 

the full range of political, diplomatic, economic and military issues confronting the 

world.”
14
   

 
The Bush Administration and the Unfolding of the Yugoslav War 
 With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the complete dissolution of the 

Soviet Republic by 1991, concern over the future of Russia—a receding but 

continuing nuclear threat—monopolized Bush’s focus on Central and Eastern 

European affairs.  President Bush employed an approach toward the numerous 

newly independent states that emphasized the commitment of each to self reform 

before receiving US aid concessions.  This emphasis on the presence of an internal 

locus of control over domestic affairs also provided the foundation for Bush’s 

                                                 
11
 Thomas Carothers, “Western Civil-Society Aid to Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union,” 

East European Constitutional Revew, Fall 1999; available from Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace Publications Collection 

<http://www.carnegieendowment.org/pulications/index.cfm?fa-print&id=145>; accessed on 20 

November 2006. 
12
 “War-related Deaths in the 1992-1995 Armed Conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina: A Critique of 

Previous Estimates and Recent Results,” European Journal of Population, June 2005, Vol. 21; 
available from < https://www.springerlink.com/content/w288118j50758360/resource-

secured/?target=fulltext.pdf>; accessed on 24 November 2006. 
13
 Bob Dole, “Shaping America’s Global Future,” Foreign Policy, no. 98 (Spring, 1995); available 

from JSTOR <http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici-

001407228%28199521%290%3A98%3C28%3ASAGF%3E2.0.CO%3B2-0>; accessed on 26 

October 2006, 43. 
14
 Dole, 36. 
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foreign policy towards the emerging Yugoslav crisis in 1991.  Previously, Bush’s 

consideration for what was occurring in the region was in relation what it portended 

for Russia, “the other multiethnic Slavic country and its nuclear weapons.”
15
  The 

uncertainty behind the political standing of the FRY further deterred American 

interventionism, as the fictional appearance of a still unified Republic cast the 

perception of a civil war.    

 The upcoming 1992 US presidential elections in November provided further 

disincentive for Bush advocating forceful intervention in the Balkan crisis.  As the 

country suffered through the deepest recession since the early 1980s, the American 

electorate was characterized by its “homeward bound” nature with concern 

monopolized by the country’s deteriorating economic condition.  Unemployment 

resulted in job losses across social classes, affecting both blue and white collared 

workers, and the federal deficit continued its rise.
16
       

 While the six month period of bloody civil war between Serbs and Croats 

went largely unnoticed in the realm of US politics, the proceeding Bosnian War 

would prove far more costly and exceedingly complex, preventing complete 

American disentanglement.
17
 Bush demonstrated extreme caution regarding the 

threat and application of US military force abroad, wanting place the main burden 

of “Eastern Europe on European shoulders.”
18
  In response to Croatia President 

Tudjman two attempts to coordinate for the division of the Bosnian territory with 

Serbian leader Milosevic, the European Council pressed for the Bosnian 

government to declare the state’s independence.  On April 6, 1992, after two rounds 

of referendums in February and March, Bosnian independence from the FRY was 

recognized by both the EU and the United States.  On May 30, 1992, in response to 

growing Serbian hostility and attempted seizures of territory within Croatia and 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, President Bush authorized Executive Order No. 12808, 

blocking all property of and prohibiting certain transactions with the FRY.
19
  The 

order served as the in initial measure in opprobrium of sanctions over the next four 

                                                 
15
 Doder, 4. 

16
 “Outline of US History: Chapter 15 Bridge to the 21

st
 Century,” US State Department; available 

from <http://usinfo.state.gov/products/pubs/histryotln/bridge.htm>; accessed on 24 November 2006. 
17
 During the conflict, both groups were guilty of employing genocidal means in conducting ethnic 

cleansing operations.  The conflict resulted in Serbian control over thirty percent of Croatian 

territory until 1995.  Major hostilities were ended with a lasting cease-fire negotiated by UN envoy 

Cyprus Vance in December of 1991, and the implementation of a 14,000 UN peacekeeping force in 

the province of Krajina, the focal point of the conflict.  While the European Union recognized 

Croatian independence in January of 1992, it took the Bush administration months to follow suit.  

The conflict alone resulted in over 10,000 documented Serb and Croat deaths, with hundreds of 

thousands of internally displaced persons. 
18
 Marten van Heuven, “Rehabilitating Serbia,” Foreign Policy, (Autumn, 1994), no. 96; available 

from JSTOR <http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici-0015-

7228%28199423%290%3A96%3C28%3ARS%3E2.0.CO%3B2-Y>; accessed on 17 OCT 2006, 48. 
19
 Bush, George Herbert Walker, “Blocking Yugoslav Government Property and Property of the 

Governments of Serbia and Montenegro,”  Presidential Executive Order No. 12808 [government 

document]; available from LexisNexis Primary Sources in U.S. History <http://cisweb.lexis-

nexis.com/histuniv/docListDocument.asp?_rsrch=%3cD%3a_srch%3d.>; accessed on 27 OCT 

2006, 1.  
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years.  However, it was also the first and only display of US unilateralism during 

the conflict.  In less than a week, President Bush would authorize Executive Order 

No. 12810, bringing US sanctions into compliance with UN Security Council 

Resolution 757, adopted on May 30.
20
   

With the war in Bosnia expanding and November presidential elections 

approaching, President Bush addressed the nation on October 2, 1992, explaining 

the ongoing crisis.  During the address, Bush stated the specific indirect actions 

taken by the United States in cooperation with other nations in attempts to resolve 

the conflict, and the producing of “some results.”
21
  Despite the agreements reached 

in London where parties agreed to ban all military flights over Bosnia, Serbian 

bombings of “defenseless population centers continued.”
22
  The President stated, 

“This flagrant disregard for human life and for a clear agreement requires a 

response from the international community, and we will take these steps to see that 

the ban is respected.”
23
  However, these promises were seen by critics as “rhetorical 

blandishments from Washington,” as the President further condemned military 

action, emphasizing “we will persist in our strategy of containing and reducing the 

violence…History shows that what this troubled region needs is not more violence 

but peaceful change. And I am confident today that [these] steps [will]… strengthen 

the hand of negotiators and reinforce the pressures for peace.”
24
  With the adoption 

of expanded sanctions against FRY under the new UN Resolution 787, on January 

15, 1993, President Bush would again bring US sanctions in concordance with UN 

policy with Executive Order No. 12831.
25
 

Hodding Carter describes the American foreign policy response to the 

developing Bosnian conflict as Bush’s feckless policy toward the Balkans.
26
  In the 

face of a difficult re-election, Bush’s efforts to appease his numerous constituents—

the American people, American government officials, his party, and the 

                                                 
20
 Bush, George Herbert Walker, “Blocking Yugoslav Government Property and Property of the 

Governments of Serbia and Montenegro,”  Presidential Executive Order No. 12810 [government 

document]; available from LexisNexis Primary Sources in U.S. History <http://cisweb.lexis-

nexis.com/histuniv/docListDocument.asp?_rsrch=%3cD%3a_srch%3d.>; accessed on 27 OCT 

2006, 1.  
21
 Bush, George.  “Statement on Humanitarian Assistance to Bosnia,” Public Papers of the 

Presidents of the United States; available from LexisNexis Primary Sources in U.S. History 

<http://cisweb.lexis-nexis.com/histuniv/docListDocument.asp?_rsrch=%3cD%3a_srch%3d.> 

accessed on 27 October 2006, 2. 
22
 “Statement on Humanitarian Assistance,” 1. 

23
 “Statement on Humanitarian Assistance,” 1. 

24
 “Statement on Humanitarian Assistance,” 2. 

25
 Clinton, William.  “Message to the Congress of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,” Weekly 

Compilation of Presidential Documents, 24 July 1995 [government document]; available from 

LexisNexis Primary Sources in U.S. History <<http://cisweb.lexis-

nexis.com/histuniv/docListDocument.asp?_rsrch=%3cD%3a_srch%3d.>; accessed on 27 OCT 

2006, 2. 
26
 Hodding Carter, “Punishing Serbia,” Foreign Policy, No. 96, Autumn 1994; available from JStor 

[online database] < http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0015-

7228%28199423%290%3A96%3C49%3APS%3E2.0.CO%3B2-W>; accessed on 27 October 2006, 

54. 
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international community—resulted in the defaulting the US’s unique 

responsibilities in foreign affairs to ill prepared international organizations.  The 

ineffective responsiveness of international organizations in such conflicts as the 

Balkan crises became clearly apparent during the initial violence in 1991.  

“Yugoslavia became the first major test of the European Community’s multilateral 

foreign policy,” and the EC’s failure to “stop a civil war at their doorstep” 

demonstrated the pressing need for stronger international actor intervention.
27
  

While the UN Security Council proved capable of enacting a ceasefire in December 

1992 to bring an end to most hostilities, the Bosnian Wars proved far too intricate 

for resolution through an internationally brokered ceasefire, at least during the first 

three years of intensive violence. 

President Bush endured the same negative evaluations that would later 

befall President Clinton, accused of lacking vision for foreign policy in the post-

Cold War world.  This absence of direction, leading to staunch refusal to employ 

American troops in foreign conflict involving former Soviet bloc states, would 

expose the administration to two recurring criticisms: that the administration was 

indifferent to the fate of these distant peoples and that through its caution had 

allowed opportunities for conflict resolution pass through its fingers.
28
  The United 

States demonstrated a disregard of previous declarations by numerous presidents of 

international responsibility as the world’s lone hegemon.  The Bush administration, 

heavily influenced by upcoming domestic elections and the isolationist attitudes of 

the American people consumed by their own economic woes, displaced the burden 

of intervention during occurrences on genocide on the international community.     

 

The Clinton Years and Overseeing the Bosnian War 
 Entering into the heated 1992 presidential campaign, Bill Clinton, a young, 

Democratic governor without military experience, needed to demonstrate his ability 

to handle foreign affairs more successfully than the incumbent, George H. Bush—

generally regarded as a “foreign policy” president.  During his campaigning, 

political analysts claimed Clinton’s criticisms of Bush and the handling of the 

Yugoslavian crises implied a more thoughtful and invested approach to foreign 

policy in the region.  However, the same criticisms directed at Bush after the fall of 

the Soviet Union beset the Clinton administration once in office: the administration 

demonstrated a lack of clarity in the direction of foreign policy and an inability to 

define American foreign policy interests to the American populace or US allies.
29
 

 Clinton clearly appreciated the dangers present in aggressive intervention in 

the conflict, as “an impulsive rush into Bosnia could easily make the administration 

                                                 
27
 Doder, 4. 

28
 Michael Cox, “The Necessary Partnership? The Clinton Presidency and Post-Soviet Russia,” 

International Affairs, Vol. 70, No. 4, October 1994; available from JStor [online database] < 

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0020-

5850%28199410%2970%3A4%3C635%3ATNPTCP%3E2.0.CO%3B2-4>; accessed on 27 October 

2006, 640.   
29
 Cox, 641. 



  Conley 8 

hostage to an intractable problem, and even undermine the Clinton presidency.”
30
  

Clinton specifically addressed the importance of American interventionism in his 

inaugural address in 1993:  “Today, as an old order passes, the new world is more 

free but less stable.  Communism’s collapse has called forth old animosities and 

new dangers.  Clearly America must continue to lead the world as we did so much 

to make it.”
31
  However, as was arguably applicable to his administration’s foreign 

policy in general, for Clinton there existed a vast gap between rhetoric and reality.  

Hesitancy behind intervention resulted in a debilitating reliance on multilateralism 

by American foreign policy; while creating the appearance of “doing something,” 

such actions failed to bring about timely, effective solutions to the conflict.
32
  

Clinton had abandoned the assertive stances regarding Bosnian intervention 

employed during the election campaigns, and instead the predominant concern 

became his unswerving desire to avoid placing US forces in physical harm
33
 and 

emphasis on avoiding the “Americanization of the conflict.”
34
  Instead, Clinton 

relied on international sanctions as efforts to resolve the ongoing violence.
35
   

In May 1993 came a rare demonstration of US diplomatic assertion toward 

the international community when President Clinton advocated the lifting of the 

arms embargo against Bosnia; however, the European community unconvinced 

viewed Clinton’s attempts as half-hearted and continued to support the ban in 

efforts to prevent the FRY from further arming the Bosnian Serbs, while 

disregarding the effects of the measure on the Bosnian Muslims and Croats seeking 

to defend themselves.  Two years later after advocating a more aggressive policy 

towards Serbian aggression, Clinton would reaffirm the European perception of his 

desultory position behind the controversial endeavor, with a written statement 

explaining his objection to the Senate and efforts to thwart future legislative action 

related to the Bosnia and Herzegovina Self-Defense Act of 1995 that would 

unilaterally lift the US sanctions against Bosnia.
36
  Fearing a break from 

multilateral action which could “undercut the authority of the United Nations 

Security Council to impose effective measures to deal with threats to the peace,” 

and with the G-7 annual summit meeting—including numerous European foreign 

and defense ministers—only days away, the White House successfully lobbied for 

the defeat of the measure.  Clinton’s actions deviated from an important presidential 

                                                 
30
 Doder, 5. 

31
 “Bill Clinton’s First Inaugural Address,” Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia, Microsoft Corporation 

1993-2005. 
32
 Miller, 626. 

33
 Miller 627 

34
 Bill Clinton, “Message to the Senate Returning Without Approval the Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Self-Defense Act of 1995,” Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, 11 August 1995; 
available from LexisNexis Primary Sources in US History < http://cisweb.lexis-

nexis.com/histuniv/DocListDocument.asp?_rsrch=%3cD%3a_srch%3d%253cV%>; accessed on 27 

October 2006, 1. 
35
 During his presidency, Clinton issued two executive orders to bring US policy into compliance 

with newly adopted UN resolutions regarding the Bosnian war: No. 12846 and No. 12934. 
36
 “Message to the Senate Returning Without Approval the Bosnia and Herzegovina Self-Defense 

Act of 1995,”  1. 



  Conley 9 

historical position of assisting victims of aggression in helping themselves—an 

approach vividly demonstrated during the Truman and Nixon eras.
37
 

 Generally, many critics argue that the Clinton administration’s poor 

handling of the Bosnian War primarily results from its inability to appreciate the 

role, and indeed sometimes the necessity, of military action as a tool of diplomacy.  

Senator Bob Dole elaborates, “In Bosnia, we see a clear example of diplomacy 

without force: Hollow threats are followed by countless concessions to the 

aggressor.”
38
  In January 1994, The Economist provided a brief evaluation of 

American intervention so far in the conflict:  “First, American signals bold 

intentions: it will do something about the butchery in Bosnia…Then, each time, it 

backs down.  A message of American weakness is sent to the world.”
39
  An 

unprecedented number of resignations from members of the Foreign Service made 

evident the frustration of Americans directly involved or affiliated with the process, 

and its tragic and costly ineffectiveness.
40
  In a 1995 Newsweek opinion editorial, 

President Clinton elaborated on the horrible atrocities committed during the four 

year war:   

The war in Bosnia has been waged chiefly against innocent civilians, who 

have suffered mass executions, ethnic cleansing, terror, and systematic rape.  

Murder in the markets and the playgrounds of Sarajevo has outraged our 

nation and our conscience—for the violence done to the Bosnian people 

does violence to the principles on which America stands.
41
   

However, what President Clinton failed to acknowledge that similar atrocities to 

those mentioned in Sarajevo that provoked military response had taken place 

throughout the war and in greater magnitude.   

 While the attitude of the American populace during the period 

predominantly focused on domestic challenges, primarily economic troubles, 

effective presidential leadership could likely have rallied popular support for a more 

active policy of American intervention.  Public opinion poll analysis conducted by 

the Pew Research Center concluded at the time that the American public has 

become “increasingly preoccupied wit domestic concerns, [and] the United Nations 

is seen as a means of carrying the burdens and sharing the costs of global 

leadership.”
42
 Polling results further demonstrated American reluctance to intervene 

in the conflict and the desire for an expanding role of international and other state 

actors in monitoring the world affairs: 64% of respondents believed the US does not 

                                                 
37
 Dole, 38. 

38
 Dole, 38. 

39
 “Bosnian War and American Intervention,” The Economist, 15 January 1994, 24. 

40
 Miller, 628. 

41
 Bill Clinton, “Why Bosnia Matters to America,” Newsweek, 13 November 1995, Vol. 126, Iss. 20; 

available from EbscoHost [online database] < 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=9511087724&site=ehost-live>; 

accessed on 27 October 2006, 2. 
42
 “Public Opinion of the UN: Strong Support, Strong Criticism,” Times Mirror Center the People & 

the Press, 25 June 1995; available from < http://people-press.org/reports/pdf/19950625.pdf>; 

accessed on 25 November 2006. 
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have a responsibility to do something about fighting in Bosnia whereas 58% 

believed the UN does have the responsibility to do something.
43
  However, the lack 

of adequate public knowledge regarding the conflict may be a large factor causing 

this reluctance.  By June 1995, the number of Americans who claimed they 

followed the events of the region “very closely” doubled from previous numbers yet 

was only at 22%.  In a PIPA survey conducted in July 1994, 65% of respondents 

answered either “always” or “in most cases” to the question “if genocidal situations 

occur do you think the UN, including the US, should intervene with whatever force 

is necessary to stop the acts of genocide?”
44
  Further, 80% favored military 

intervention in Bosnia and Rwanda if a UN commission declared events there 

constituted genocide.
45
  Had the administration declared the atrocities in Bosnia as 

acts of genocide, the polls indicate the American public would have supported US 

military intervention in the region, despite the President’s own reluctance to involve 

US soldiers in the conflict.     

The Clinton administration shifted the responsibility of the US to interdict in 

instances of genocide onto other state actors and international organizations, 

primarily the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR).  Perhaps had these 

actors been capable of effectively intervening in the conflict, the absence of US 

direct involvement may have been less pronounced.  However, analysis of 

UNPROFOR operations by the US State Department articulates that the UN actions 

were largely ineffective in actual ground application.  Evident even during the first 

phase of the Yugoslavian wars of independence between Croatia and the FRY, 

UNPROFOR—who assumed control of operations in January after the European 

Council proved unable to act effectively—proved unable to demilitarize the 

territory controlled by Croatian Serbs, preventing the return of most internally 

displaced persons to their homes, and preventing further Croatian participation in 

the Bosnian War.  The magnitude of UNPROFOR’s ineffectiveness prompted the 

Croatian government to announce in January 1995 that it would not renew the 

UNPROFOR’s mandate without essential changes to peacekeeper authorizations in 

the region.  The major concern was over the group’s limited effectiveness in 

deterring attacks or providing protection due to requirements involving the consent 

of warring parties for UN troop intervention.
46
    

While claiming that “America has led the way to the best chance for peace 

since the war began,” Clinton merely employs noble rhetoric as a façade to mask 

years of absent or insufficient interventionism.
47
  Since the beginning of the 

                                                 
43
 “Public Opinion of the UN: Strong Support, Strong Criticism,” 3. 

44
 Samantha Powers, “Never Again: The World’s Most Unfulfilled Promise,” PBS Frontline; 

available from < 
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on 24 November 2006., 4. 
45
 Powers, 4. 

46
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conflict, Clinton has demonstrated a consistent, albeit ineffective position for 

achieving America’s alleged altruistic ideals of defending “the principles on which 

America stands”
48
: “I refuse to send American troops to fight a war in Bosnia, but I 

believe we must help to secure the Bosnian peace.”  In an address to the nation in 

November 1995, Clinton states, “Now the war is over.  American leadership created 

the chance to build a peace and stop the suffering.”  Yet, Clinton fails to 

acknowledge how earlier forceful intervention could have prevented the “quarter of 

a million men, women and children [who] have been shelled, shot, and tortured to 

death.  Two million people, half of the population, [who] were forced from their 

homes and into a miserable life as refugees.”
49
   

 

A Failure of American Leadership 

The violent period in the former Yugoslavia during 1991 to 1995 serves as a 

clear example of groups’ employing genocidal tactics in efforts toward ethnic 

cleansing.  While explanations for insufficient American intervention are numerous 

depending upon the administration in power at the time, the consequences of 

American displacement of responsibility for intervention on other unprepared and 

lesser effective international organizations and state actors undeniably resulted in 

missed opportunities to save innocent lives.     Despite promises of “never again” 

after witnessing the abhorrent consequences of delayed interventionism during 

World War II and the monstrosities that continued undeterred, in the end the 

Yugoslavian crisis demonstrated an American failure to sustain self-declared moral 

obligations to the international community.  The United States holds an undeniably 

unique position in the international regime as the lone superpower and unequaled 

military force.  While the realist mentality advocates for the application of military 

force to neutralize threats against the state, this calculated approach fails to 

encompass the additional obligations hegemonic status entails, specifically the 

moral responsibility in the prevention of mass slaughter of innocent peoples.   
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