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Those who are gifted with the moral power of love and vision of spiritual
unity, who have the least feeling of enmity against aliens, and the sympa-
thetic insight to place themselves in the position of others, will be the fittest
to take their permanent place in the age that is lying before us, and those who
are constantly developing their instinct for fight and intolerance of aliens will
be eliminated.

Rabindranath Tagore, Nationalism*

* Rabindranath Tagore, Nationalism (Calcutta, India: Rupa & Co, 1992), 79–80.
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Preface

T he journey to this book began in 1996, as I made my way along 
a winding rock-strewn road perched among the jagged Bosnian
hills between Sarajevo and the small town of Gorazde. I spent the

next five months working in this town, a so-called safe area during 
the Bosnian war, which had managed to fend of Serb attacks and remain in
the control of its majority Muslim inhabitants. The price for this success was
geographic isolation from the rest of the Muslim–Croat federation within
Bosnia; the town was surrounded by the Serb-controlled territory of the
Serbian republic. Gorazde was caught in the middle of the de facto partition
of Bosnia between the Muslim–Croat and Serb political and territorial enti-
ties. And I was to become fascinated with the tragedy, past and present,
which enveloped the state of Bosnia and its people. As a Human Rights
Officer for the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE), I found myself arguing with a drunken judge in Serb-controlled
Rogatica over the fate of three Muslims from Gorazde who had been arrested
along that winding road between Gorazde and Sarajevo. I popped a pickup
truck tire on a Hungarian-built pontoon bridge while French soldiers
watched and ultimately rescued me and one of the two ethnic Serb leaders in
Gorazde, who sat, somewhat amused, in the backseat. Our foiled mission
was to visit an elderly ethnic Croat returnee. What I heard from ethnic
Muslims, Serbs, and Croats during my time there spurred me to embark
upon a study of the process that leads to partition, de facto, and de jure.

I returned to Bosnia in 1997, and again in 2000, when I also had the
opportunity to visit Kosovo and Macedonia, thanks to a grant from the Air
Force Institute for National Security Studies. I saw how the forces that led to
partition or de facto partition in places as disparate as Iraq, Ethiopia, and
Bosnia, were operating among the ethnic Albanian population in
Macedonia. In a restaurant located in a castle set high above the city of
Skopje I was asked about the languages I spoke. When I uttered the few
words of Albanian that I knew, the ethnic Albanian waiter exclaimed,
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“Albanian! It’s the language of the future!” As the Slav manager angrily
hushed him and the other two waiters who had joined him for this exchange,
I was struck by this manifestation of the impact of the war in Kosovo, and
more generally by the durability of the challenge of ethnic politics.

This book is essentially an edited doctoral dissertation, and therefore owes
much to the individuals and institutions who supported me during the
research and writing of the dissertation. If this book constitutes even a mod-
est contribution to the field of international relations, it is a shared achieve-
ment. I owe a tremendous debt to my family, friends, colleagues, and curious
individuals who encouraged, assisted, and inspired me. Primary thanks goes
to my principal advisor at The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy,
Professor Robert Pfaltzgraff, and my two readers, Professors Richard Shultz
and Eileen Babbitt. There were others at the Fletcher School who assisted
me. General John Galvin, the Dean, gave generously of his time, allowing me
to interview him more than once and sharing his own writing with me.
Thanks are also due to Professors Arpad von Lazar and Hurst Hannum, as
well as Roberta Breen, Frieda Kilgallen, Polly Jordan, Bernadette Kelley-
Lecesse, Karen McMaster, Carol Murphy, and Miriam Seltzer.

At the Marine Corps Command and Staff College, where I worked 
during most of the time that I was writing, I benefited from the enthusiastic
and thoughtful support of my supervisors, Col. Kevin Conry, Col. Richard
Goodale, and Col. Darrell Browning, as well as valuable assistance based on
their own research from colleagues including Professors Gordon Rudd,
Norm Cigar and Janeen Klinger. Others provided welcome encouragement,
including Col. Sue Hoeft, Professors Jack Matthews, Doug McKenna, 
Chris Harmon, Mark Jacobsen, Kamal Beyoghlow, Rich DiNardo, and my
teaching partners Colonels Jack Rees and Bill Kellner.

Several individuals that I interviewed for this project were especially 
generous with their time, including Ambassadors Bob Beecroft and 
Hank Cohen, Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, Dr. Andy Semmel, and Gil Kapen.
My editor at Palgrave, Toby Wahl, was patient, responsive, and absolutely
essential to this project; he offered me encouragement and gave the book,
life. Thanks go also to Heather Van Dusen and Ian Steinberg at Palgrave, and
V. S. Mukesh at Newgen Imaging Systems. Dr. Bob Filippone, Dr. James
Anderson, Dr. Peter and Monica de Janosi, Barbara and Charlie Vamossy,
and Jennifer Whitaker served as unofficial mentors. Also, the following
friends provided unfailing support throughout this project: Karen Pape
Johnson, Sarah Allen Huq, Luisa Boverini, Desiree Filippone, Dr. Rhoda
Margesson, Gabriella Rigg, Camelia Mazard, and Anita and Doug
Weisburger. I also owe much to the inspiration given to me by the people

xii ● Preface
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and my friends in Bosnia; this book is, in part, a tribute to their suffering and
endurance. Penultimately, I thank my siblings—Mik, Elizabeth, and Maria.
Maria served as my trusted editor and advisor during the tedious two-year
process of repeated revisions.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my parents. They raised me to believe
that limits were only self-induced, and encouraged healthy ambition. Their
searing experiences during the war and revolution in Hungary, and as immi-
grants in New York, left an indelible legacy etched on the consciousness of
their children. They taught us to take nothing for granted and to seek under-
standing of other cultures, including those found around us everyday. They
are the broader inspiration for this study. I hope that any redeeming quali-
ties found in this book reflect brightly upon them. Let the shadow of the
errors, omissions, and slights of hand, fall only upon the author.

Preface ● xiii
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Introduction

I n spring 2003, the world was transfixed by the war being waged in Iraq
and its simultaneous, uninterrupted broadcast. It was the continuation
of a conflict that was over a decade old between the United States and

its allies, and Saddam Hussein. As such it presented Washington with some
of the same choices that the first Bush administration faced in 1991. One of
the most critical choices was whether the Iraqi state would remain intact,
that is, whether the Kurds in northern Iraq would obtain their own state.

The war in Iraq came just a year after a global war on terrorism was inau-
gurated and prosecuted in the mountain outcrops of Afghanistan, and to a
lesser extent in the banking networks running through places like Riyadh
and Switzerland. Old alliances and friendships—between the United States
and the United Kingdom, the United States and Pakistan—are being rein-
forced and revived. New relationships—between the United States and
Russia—are being tentatively forged. Meanwhile, a strategic partnership
between the United States and Uzbekistan has been established. The new
dynamic that is emerging from the international war against Al Qaeda, and
the more controversial fight against Saddam Hussein, presents great possibil-
ities for shifts in alliances and allegiances. The world order that emerges from
the new war on terrorism, and the war in Iraq, may be substantially different
from the one that existed on September 10, 2001. Just as the end of the 
Cold War—the discrediting of communism as an ideology and a political
organizing principle for states—spawned new competition for control of
state governments and territories, the conclusion of this war is likely to bring
new challengers to the authority of existing states. If history is any guide in
periods when the existing international system is undergoing change, many
of the challengers to its fundamental units—states—will be subnational or
supranational ethnic groups.

When or if the war on terrorism ultimately succeeds in defeating and dis-
crediting radical Islam as an organizing principle for states in Southwest,
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Southeast, South and Central Asia, we will witness a shift in the terms of the
struggle for political and territorial power. Groups will fight with decreasing
frequency over fundamentalism and secularism. They will frame their argu-
ments in terms of ascribed ethnic differences, which may include religion,
ancestry, language, or culture. Religious fundamentalism will be discredited,
but nationalism will be there to take its place. Despite what President Bush
has stated, the war that was declared on September 11, 2001 is only directed
against certain terrorists. It is not a war against all who utilize terrorism, but
rather a war against religious fundamentalists who employ terrorist means to
obtain their goals. The Western powers just about have the wherewithal to
take on the Al Qaeda network, but not all of the separatist terrorists, such as
the Basque Fatherland and Liberty (ETA) in Spain, the Irish Republican
Army (IRA) in Ireland, the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka, and countless others
all over the globe. Separatist groups per se are not in any immediate danger.

The United States may experience success cobbling together a loose 
coalition government to rule Afghanistan, but this is no Serbia. In Serbia, the
U.S.-supported opposition movement, which ultimately comprised the 
government that replaced Slobodan Milosevic through the September 2000
elections, was ideologically divided. In Afghanistan, the competing groups 
are not only divided by ideology, but also by ethnicity (the broadest defini-
tion of which is an identity based on common religion, ancestry, language,
or culture.) In Central, Southwest, Southeast, and South Asia, layered under, 
or coexisting with, fundamentalism are enduring nationalist tensions. 
The ethnic conflict continues unabated in Kashmir, with some of the groups
supporting the fighters identified as “terrorists.” Such ethnic tensions or con-
flicts will provide the United States with serious challenges at the conclusion
of the counterterrorist war. Once again, reminiscent of the early 1990s,
Washington will be forced to side with the central government or with seces-
sionist groups determined to remove their people and territory from the
authority of the states governing them. Diplomats and politicians will search
for principles to guide or explain U.S. policy. We can expect that the ad hoc
diplomacy of the post–Cold War years will be mined for consistencies and 
lessons.

Underlying the search for precedent in the U.S. response to secessionist
movements are questions about the U.S. stance toward partition—the 
division of a state into two or more states—a potential solution to separatist
struggles. When does the United States support partition? Why has 
the United States supported partition in the 1990s for some secessionists, 
or irredentists, but not for others?1 Is partition a policy of last resort, to 
be avoided until all other political measures have failed, or are there certain
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variables that are strong determinants of U.S. policy regarding partition right
from the start?

The following chapters detail U.S. policy toward secessionist movements
in three countries during the first decade after the Cold War ended. The
focus of this analysis is on how U.S. policymakers regarded partition in the
case of Iraq and Ethiopia in 1991 and Bosnia from 1992 to 1995. As such it
offers some insights into the factors affecting U.S. decisionmaking. The
detailed comparative examination of U.S. policy toward these ethnic or
secessionist disputes assesses the relative impact of four factors on U.S. deci-
sionmaking. The factors include: (1) the position of U.S. allies or the
regional power in a given case; (2) the fear of “spillover,” that conflict would
spread to neighboring states because of, or in the absence of, a particular U.S.
policy; (3) the “demonstration effect,” a perception that a negative interna-
tional precedent would be established, and finally; (4) the impact of domes-
tic pressure exercised by ethnic lobbies through Congress. The cases involve
two administrations—the single term of George Herbert Walker Bush dur-
ing 1991–92 and the first term of William (Bill) Jefferson Clinton from
1992–95. Though their political pedigrees were starkly divergent, both lead-
ers and their subordinates struggled with a proper response to demands for
partition in an emerging post–Cold War international environment.

The Bush and Clinton administrations approached the crises in Iraq,
Ethiopia, and Bosnia on a case-by-case basis. There is no evidence that decisions
were made based on one set of firm principles or with an interest in maintain-
ing rigid consistency. Indeed, the outcome in all three situations varied—Iraq
and Bosnia were de facto partitioned, while Ethiopia was partitioned to create,
or recreate, Eritrea. The U.S government did not support partition of Iraq in
order to create a Kurdish state, and established a de facto partition instead. The
de facto partition here served to create an exclusion zone, or safe haven, from
which Iraqi military forces were prohibited from entering by air or land.
Likewise, in Bosnia, the United States did not support the irredentist move-
ments of the Bosnian Serbs and Croats. Ultimately Washington threw the
weight of national and presidential prestige, as well as military resources, into
maintaining the legal sanctity of the state of Bosnia-Hercegovina. Given the
military and demographic results achieved by the Serbs in particular, and the
continued hostility, the only way the state could be preserved was for all sides to
concede to a de facto partition. Nonetheless, the irredentists’ goals were denied.
In the case of Ethiopia, the United States switched its initial policy from no sup-
port for partition to acceptance of the partitioning of the state to create Eritrea.

In the Bosnian case, the United States not only failed to support partition,
but was also opposed to it. In Iraq, the United States refused to support the
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Kurds, but was not adamantly opposed to partition, as it was in Bosnia.
Finally, in Ethiopia, Washington did not so much support partition, as it
decided not to oppose it. There is still no definitive account for why the
decisions fell as they did. The following pages offer a tentative look at some
of the key factors that influenced policymakers as reflected in the official
statements of the time, and in subsequent discussions with some of the 
members of the Bush and Clinton administrations.
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CHAPTER 1

Managing Ethnic Conflict

The Dilemma Posed by Secession

I ssues of separatism or secession go to the core of the international 
system. The decision to allow, facilitate, support, or obstruct efforts by
ethnic or communal groups to carve their own states out of existing ones

can be the most difficult and controversial decision a powerful state has to
make. At the end of the twentieth century the tensions between international
integration and national or local disintegration have perhaps never been
stronger. The challenge for the preeminent global power, the United States, is
immense, and as the controversy over the 1999 NATO operations in Kosovo
demonstrated, miscalculations threaten to shatter alliances, bring Great
Powers to blows, and render international organizations (chief among them
the UN) irrelevant.

The notion of sovereignty has been eroded by the framework of interna-
tional agreements regarding human rights, from the Helsinki Accords to the
1992 Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities. Ethnic and communal groups that have
historically been denied their own state are emboldened by the diminished cur-
rency of nonintervention, and are seeking to exploit the current faltering con-
sensus regarding the sanctity of the borders established in the wake of the two
world wars. Despite these trends, disintegration and separatism are still
regarded in most international fora as negative phenomena signaling a break-
down in modernization and nation building. Secession, or partition, has hardly
attained universal legitimacy as an alternative conflict-management option.

When communal groups violently push their demands to the forefront of
the international agenda, the powerful states responsible for maintaining the

Evelyn-01.qxd  9/5/03  6:57 AM  Page 5



balance of power or international order must decide whether they support
the secessionist aims. This is particularly true when an ethnic conflict breaks
out in an area where one or more international powers have strategic inter-
ests, and if the conflict is perceived to have regional, if not international,
implications. Powerful states will decide whether they think communal
groups should obtain partition—the creation of one or more new states from
an existing one—or whether a political solution must be forged within the
sovereign boundaries of the existing state. Partition or independence is one
option, but others range from assimilation (usually unlikely to be advocated
if the communal group has adopted violence) to power-sharing, autonomy,
or de facto partition.

In his seminal work on ethnic conflict theory, Donald Horowitz writes
that the issue of “secession lies squarely at the juncture of internal and inter-
national politics.”1 Whether, how, and when a secessionist movement devel-
ops is a matter of domestic dynamics, but whether it succeeds is a matter of
international politics. Horowitz, writing in 1985, points out that only one
country owes its existence to a successful war of secession—Bangladesh.
Since then, over a dozen secessionists have obtained their independence,
peacefully creating the successor states of the Soviet Union and Slovakia, and
through war, from Yugoslavia, Eritrea, and Indonesia. Other secessionist
groups have had to settle for separatist solutions short of partition, including
de facto partition; in this case, autonomy goes so far as to practically render
the entities within the state sovereign in capacity, but not in title. As
Horowitz explains, the international community (the major powers) rarely
accepts partition. The status quo powers are not likely to endorse the creation
of new states, but they are usually in the best position to offer decisive assis-
tance to secessionists. In most cases, secessionist movements fail because of
inadequate external assistance, dissention within the ranks of independence
movements, and support from outside powers to the central government.
Horowitz maintains that it is these factors, not the legitimacy of boundaries
and effectiveness of reconciliation efforts that frustrate secessionist move-
ments. In essence, large states or the international community, fail to recog-
nize new states either because one or more states are assisting the central
government and assuring its relative superiority in strength, or because no
states are supporting the secessionists. The dynamic is similar in the case of
irredentist separatism, a “movement to retrieve ethnic kinsmen and their 
territory across borders.”2 (One key element here is a neighboring state that
is interested in reclaiming its co-ethnics and the territory they inhabit.)

External players who opt to refrain from supporting secessionists, or to
oppose them, have a number of other solutions they can advocate. These range
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from assimilation to power-sharing arrangements (where key executive, 
legislative, and judicial posts are allocated among ethnic groups, sometimes
according to ratios or other formulae). They can include autonomy—
cultural, economic, and/or political—and even de facto partition, where 
the central government has no monopoly over force, commerce, or even
international affairs.

Alternatively, states may advocate partition for secessionists. Partition is
the outcome of a separatist or secessionist movement, when a new state 
is created. If secession is defined as an outcome of separatist movements, it is
treated as a term synonymous with partition, particularly if the international
community plays a major role in determining the boundaries of the new state
or states. Nonetheless it is worth noting that separatist movements can have
limited objectives such as power-sharing and autonomy, which fall short of
actual withdrawal or secession; the actions and policies of central govern-
ments often lead separatist movements that are not initially secessionist to
eventually pursue independence.

Partition

Alexis Heraclides, in his more recent study of developing country secession-
ist movements peaking in the 1960s and 1970s, also regards partition as a
closely related successor to secession.3 He defines partition as a method of
state formation: “the formation of two or more states by mutual consent.”4

It is to be distinguished from secession on the basis of the consent granted
by the state from which an ethnic group is seeking independence. Thus,
secession is the movement to gain independence or unite with a co-ethnic
state, and partition is the successful result of the former—an independent
state or states, or rearranged borders between or among existing states. This
conceptualization treats secession as a movement, a dynamic process, and
partition as the successful end-state.

The term partition has also been used as a term analogous with “divide”
but distinct from secession, when it describes the result of postcolonial or
postwar mapmaking. In such cases theorists refer to the delineation of
boundaries by large, powerful states (the “Great Powers”) with little concern
for, much less consultation with, the peoples and leadership involved
(although often influenced by the lobbying of favored ethnic groups). The
lines were drawn based on criteria selected by the outside power, not as the
result of communal war or negotiations. Outside powers did not generally
draw lines to reflect cease-fires obtained by the domestic groups in the nine-
teenth and the first half of the twentieth century; regional balance-of-power
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considerations were most relevant. During the Cold War cease-fires did
become partitions, but these were based on ideology and divided one nation,
or people, such as the Germans, Koreans, and Vietnamese. Since 1990, par-
tition has been increasingly advocated as a solution to ethnic conflict;
nonetheless, the international community and the governments of the major
powers have been averse to allowing secessionists to obtain independence.

For the discussion that follows, partition is defined as the division of one
sovereign state into two or more sovereign states, and as such represents the
successful culmination of one or more secessionist movements. Partition is
the division of a state by an internationally recognized sovereign border.
Secession is to withdraw; when a new state results, partition has been
achieved. When secessionists fail to fully achieve their goals, and a non-
sovereign boundary divides a state ethnically, geographically, and politically,
partition exists de facto.5

Most theorists and policymakers are negatively disposed to partition, 
labeling it as “radical surgery,” and only suitable if it is “the least bad of the
alternatives.”6 Typical of this thinking is the comment, “with rare exceptions,
it ought to be not the policy of choice but of desperation.”7 The academic and
policy consensus has favored domestic political engineering over granting
independence or promoting regional integration. Only when all other meas-
ures have failed, or seem likely to fail, and it appears that separate homoge-
neous states can be created, does partition become widely accepted among elites.

However, secessionist movements rarely involve groups that are homoge-
neously concentrated on one piece of territory, so partition leaves new 
majority–minority relations in its wake. As William Maynes points out,
“The difficulty with partition is that the line cannot be drawn with any 
exactitude. Significant minorities will be left behind.”8 Ethnic identity is not
static, and subgroup cleavages will often achieve greater salience post-
partition. During and after partition other ethnic groups will become
emboldened to seize advantages for themselves. One modern example of this
phenomenon exists in Slovakia, where the breakup of Czechoslovakia sud-
denly made 250,000 ethnic Hungarian Slovaks a more prominent and vocal
minority group within the new ethnic Slovak majority state. Finally, parti-
tion is also likely to displace erstwhile domestic conflicts to the international
level. This is especially true where violence has accompanied the partition;
the creation of Pakistan in 1947 is the most cited example of this dynamic.

Writing before 1991, political scientists like Heraclides conclude 
that without a paradigm-shift at the state level, secessionists are unlikely to
succeed in obtaining independence. Even following violent conflict between
the central government and secessionists—which is the strongest direct
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impetus for a decision by outside governments to intervene or abstain—third 
party states are unlikely to intervene in a sufficiently decisive and durable
political–military nature to affect partition as the solution. Yet, for any third
party intervention to bring independence to the secessionists, they must
obtain military victory, and make an especially compelling case to the court
of international public opinion. Military victory must be followed by inter-
national recognition of the new state. As a result, third parties will only 
intervene to the fullest extent if they perceive that the rebels have a definite
military advantage over the central government, and if the ramifications of
their support pose manageable risks to national interests.

Post–Cold War U.S. Policy

The first post–Cold War official U.S. statement on issues regarding secession
came in the wake of the March 1990 declarations of independence by Lithuania
and Estonia from the Soviet Union. In response to the Lithuanian declaration,
the State Department spokesperson explained that the U.S. government would
not offer recognition because, “U.S. practice has been to establish formal rela-
tions with the lawful government of a state once that government is in effective
control of its territory and capable of entering into and fulfilling international
obligations.”9 The U.S. government also responded extremely cautiously to 
the subsequent declarations, which emanated from the republics of the 
former Soviet Union during and after the August 1991 coup attempt. On
September 4, 1991, Secretary of State James Baker issued a series of principles
that would guide U.S. policy toward Soviet secessionist republics. The princi-
ples urged the Soviet leadership and the heads of the republics to uphold 
internationally accepted principles, including democratic values and practices
and the principles of the Helsinki Final Act; to respect existing internal and
external borders, allowing for change only by peaceful means; to support the
rule of law and democratic processes; to safeguard human rights, including
minority rights; and to respect international law and obligations, especially the
provisions of the Helsinki Final Act and the Charter of Paris.10 In a later state-
ment, Baker also called upon the republics to adhere to responsible security poli-
cies, free trade and free market economics, and democratic political practices.

Nonetheless, throughout the period of uncertainty from 1990 to 1991,
the United States appeared more concerned with the means that were
employed to change borders, not the partitions in and of themselves. The
United States was most interested in its relationship with the Soviet Union
and in keeping Gorbachev in power. Washington recognized the new states
after Moscow had signaled that it would not oppose the dissolution of the
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Soviet empire. (Only in the case of Ukraine—a special case, because of its
nuclear weapons, size, and historic relationship with Russia—did the United
States move to recognize Kiev before Moscow made its intentions clear, but
even this recognition was preceded by a cautious initial response.)

With regard to Yugoslavia, the United States remained opposed to the
breakup of the state until it was finally pressured by its European allies to 
follow their lead and recognize the successor states. Washington withheld its
recognition in the expectation that the fragmentation of Yugoslavia would 
be bloody, and feared that it would encourage the Soviet republics to split off
without consent from Moscow. The U.S. administration stated that as long
as war raged between Croatia and Serbia, there would be no recognition of
separate republics. Until January 1992, when it became apparent that the EC
was going to recognize the new states and that Russia had accepted the 
dissolution of the Soviet empire, the United States insisted that some sort of
Yugoslav confederal arrangement be established. Washington declared that it
would accept any negotiated outcome that was chosen peacefully and 
democratically. The United States would not accept changes in internal or
external borders through the use of force, or intimidation, and insisted that
the republics negotiate and commit themselves to the protection of the
human rights of all ethnic groups. On April 7, 1992, months after the EC
members recognized the breakaway republics, the United States recognized
Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia-Hercegovina; Macedonia was recognized 
later under the name Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) in
deference to Greek sensitivities.

Historically, the United States has favored safeguarding individual rights
over securing group rights via political arrangements, or partition. Though
the United States has certain legal frameworks for protecting particular 
disadvantaged minorities (affirmative action and other antidiscrimination
legislation), ethnic groups are expected to find redress or solace within the
pluralistic civil society, as individuals (sometimes organized as groups to
lobby and to raise funds within the given political system). Any ethnic
nationalism existing within the “mosaic” of U.S. society should be sub-
ordinate to civic nationalism, which is based on common citizenship and 
individual rights. These American predilections or values shape international
priorities. Ultimately, “U.S. policymakers have been more concerned with
stability of the state system, more concerned about creating viable economic
structures, more concerned about not opening the Pandora’s box of ethni-
cally based demands for new nation-states, than they have been concerned to
support self-determination everywhere as a principle.”11
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Factors Influencing U.S. Policy

The extremely limited recent academic treatment of U.S. policy regarding
secession and partition indicates that a minimum of four factors influence
U.S. decisionmaking: the influence of allies or the dominant regional power;
the fear of spread of conflict; the fear of a demonstration effect (success
encouraging others to follow suit); and the influence of ethnic lobby groups.
Perhaps most decisive, is the role of other states. A paper derived from a
roundtable discussion of senior Department of State officials concluded, “any
U.S. response to a self-determination or secessionist movement will inevitably
be colored by the relationship of the United States with the government
involved.”12 As Ted Robert Gurr and Barbara Harff note, “The status of the
challengers [to regimes or the state] depends on their status in comparison
with that of the regime with which they are in conflict. For example, the inter-
national status of, and support for, the Kurds increased relative to the declin-
ing international stature of Iraq in the aftermath of the Gulf War.”13 Beyond
the state(s) directly involved, the United States is always keenly aware of the
positions of its allies and the most powerful state(s) in a particular region; one
can expect that it would influence any U.S. decision pertaining to sovereignty.

Fear of Continued Conflict or Spillover

The desire to contain conflict is cited by policymakers as a rationale both for,
and against, partition, motivated by humanitarian or practical concerns, or
by a combination of the two. Political leaders may express concern in purely
humanitarian terms or on the basis of interest—that is, related to balance-of-
power and regional stability. Governments may support or prevent partition
because of a fear that conflict will spill over borders to other states in the
region and create greater suffering and injustice, and/or that refugee flows
will politically and economically destabilize neighboring states. However,
concern about regional stability is more likely to prompt international action
than concerns about justice and human rights within a given state. Indeed,
the perpetuation of armed conflict especially if it does not appear likely to
spill over, is often dismissed by politicians as a humanitarian tragedy in order
to avoid calling for any action for or against partition. Meanwhile, the threat
of that same secessionist conflict spilling over into contiguous territories or
states is likely to spur action by outside actors to force some sort of resolu-
tion on the warring parties.

Those who argue most vociferously against partition do so based on
arguments having to do with justice and human rights. They assert that 
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partitions obtained by violence, especially mass killing and displacement
(ethnic cleansing), legitimize genocide by allowing aggressors to retain terri-
tory that was taken through unlawful, inhumane means. They maintain that
such solutions fly in the face of the international laws of war, anchored on
the Geneva Conventions. Moreover, these opponents of partition argue that
if powerful states allow such violent partitions to occur, they encourage other
would-be aggressors to use brutal force to achieve similar objectives. Viewed
from this critical perspective, key Western leaders who regard secessionist
conflicts as violent in the extreme and therefore, go to great lengths to avoid
initiating military operations to hold a state together are wrong. The percep-
tion of Western governments that violent ethnic conflict cannot be managed
may lead them to grant partition. However, according to these critics of par-
tition, with the creation of new states under genocidal circumstances, crimi-
nals are appeased and their strategies are rewarded. Suffering is prolonged
and deaths continue to mount as populations resettle according to the new
borders.

At the same time, supporters of a given partition will argue that separat-
ing one of more warring ethnic groups will increase regional and interna-
tional stability, because the cause of the conflict will be eliminated, or
because international mechanisms become available to resolve the now inter-
state dispute. Those academics or policymakers who generally favor partition
maintain that ethnic conflict is due to irrational primordial forces that 
cannot be managed by normal political processes, especially after a civil war
has been fought. As a result, partition is the only means of enabling peace.
Some authors even maintain that partition is inevitable, so that attempting
to prevent it will only result in unnecessary casualties. John Mearsheimer and
Stephen Van Evera were among the first academics to make this argument—
based on humanitarian concerns—with respect to Bosnia.14 One author
agrees, opining “the inevitable tragedy of this partition has been made worse
by the refusal of the international community to accept that it would 
happen.”15 Another professor has applied this thinking beyond the Balkans,
advocating partition in most continents “to save lives threatened by geno-
cide,” insisting, “Those considering humanitarian intervention to end ethnic
civil wars should set as their goal lasting safety, rather than perfect peace.”16

Only permanent separation, according to this author, can guarantee perma-
nent peace. Other measures fail to address group insecurities and tensions
among groups.

Fear of continued conflict or spillover may also lead states to formulate a
policy advocating de facto partition, the intermediate solution between par-
tition and preserving a unified state. Here the sovereignty of the state exists,
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in that the external legally recognized borders remain. However, internal
non-sovereign boundaries are drawn to divide opposing groups from 
one another. De facto partition can serve to create immediate stability,
addressing the humanitarian symptoms of a secessionist situation, while
postponing more destabilizing solutions (including partition, power-sharing,
or assimilation) that deal with root political causes. Often humanitarian
intervention, as in the case of Iraq or Kosovo, aims to protect the human
rights of an aggrieved party or to address a man-made or natural disaster,
while denying the beneficiaries any assistance in exiting from the state (or
even negotiating for increased human rights via domestic political institu-
tions or mechanisms).

The Demonstration Effect

Another major factor influencing the decision of states to give or to deny
support to groups seeking the partition of an existing state is the fear of a
demonstration effect. Successful secessions are generally a source of encour-
agement to separatist groups. Indeed, even de facto partitions can raise
expectations among other groups or ethnicities in other states—especially
those living in the same region. The Macedonian Albanians undoubtedly
received a psychological (and military) boost from the limited success of their
ethnic kin in Serbia in 1999.

Status quo states regard the demonstration effect as a negative phenome-
non. From their perspective, the collapse of regional authority and failure 
of Great Powers and the international community to prevent changes in 
borders via war and/or genocide threatens to encourage minority groups and
undermine regional and international stability.17 Some authors even main-
tain, “the emergence of new states, even if they ultimately lead to more 
stable political communities, is disruptive and destabilizing.”18 When suc-
cessful secessions produce demonstration effects, more groups clamor for
secession. The result of such increased secessionist activity is an increase in
regional and global instability.

Other academics and observers discount demonstration effects, some-
times referred to as “contagion,” asserting that those political leaders who
seek to initiate a change in borders or demographics using force will not be
encouraged or deterred based on whether outside powers intervened to bring
success or failure elsewhere. Their argument rests on the observation that
each case has its own dynamic, a different set of interests for the outside 
powers, and therefore involves a unique calculus for them as to whether to
support or to deny support for partition.
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Ethnic Lobby Groups

U.S. policy is also clearly affected by domestic ethnic interest groups, some-
times acting in concert with foreign national lobbying. In the late 1970s the
Greek–American lobby persuaded Congress to embargo military assistance
to Turkey in protest of the 1974 invasion and de facto partition of Cyprus;
this occurred despite the opposition of the White House, and the State and
Defense Departments. “With their variable capacities, opportunities and
propensities to exert influence on behalf of their domestic or external inter-
ests, diaspora communities can be regarded as interest groups and as politi-
cal actors.”19 This is particularly true in the United States, given the open
political system; ethnic groups can exert a great deal of influence via cam-
paign contributions and their votes. Not surprisingly, domestic ethnic groups
generally have greater influence than foreign-based ones. As one practitioner
puts it, “although a good deal of attention and publicity are periodically
attracted by the activities of foreign lobbyists or agents, a close examination
of their activities shows that those lacking strong indigenous support acquire
only limited or transient influence on American foreign policy.”20

Yet even strong domestic ethnic lobby groups, such as the Jewish lobby,
“usually have little chance of directly influencing public policy-making. They
tend to be too small and lack the political resources required to independ-
ently influence government. Building coalitions with sympathetic govern-
ment officials and other non-governmental organizations then becomes an
important vehicle for broadening the power base of the group and increasing
its potential influence over policy.”21 Ethnic interest groups can impact the
formulation of U.S. policy provided they are: large enough or regionally con-
centrated in key states; are organized and have media outlets in their lan-
guages; and if they have the right degree of assimilation (they are a strong
force if they maintain their identity but are educated and socialized as
Americans).22 “Finally, the ultimate guarantee that an ethnic lobby will 
succeed is dependent on the extent that its interests coincide with broader
national ones.”23 So, any case to convince the U.S. government to oppose 
or support partition would have to incorporate nonethnic ideological or 
economic arguments.

The cases examined in the following chapters involve roughly the same
period of time, but occur in different continents, within divergent historical
and cultural contexts; nonetheless the relative significance of geostrategic
variables should be similar. This is not to imply that U.S. policy is consistent
with regard to the various geographic regions. However, U.S. assessment of
interests should be similar for each area, focusing on issues of alliances/
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balance-of-power (the position of the dominant regional power and its 
allies, and demonstration and contagion effects). The ensuing pages reveal
why the United States refused to support the partition of Bosnia, and Iraq—
opting in both cases for a de facto partition—and contrast this with the 
case of Eritrea, where Washington suddenly supported partition, despite an
established policy favoring a unified Ethiopia.
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CHAPTER 2

Iraq

Background

Since the inception of the Iraqi state in 1932, when the British mandate
ended, its Kurds have lived in tension, and often in conflict, with 
the central government. The Kurdish struggle in Iraq is just one of the

various manifestations of the Kurdish drive for self-determination in the
Middle East. Yet, one of the best modern opportunities the Kurds ever had
for independence slipped away from them in 1991–92. The Gulf War and
the resultant potential for geopolitical restructuring, together with the mili-
tary defeat of Saddam Hussein, provided the Kurds with an opportunity to
press for independence. They took it, and Saddam’s aggressive repression of
their uprising and the ensuing humanitarian crisis appeared to strengthen the
Kurdish hand. Yet the Kurds ultimately attained only de facto partition.
Over a decade later, full independence remains elusive.

The Kurdish homeland consists of about 200,000 square miles of 
territory, along the mountains where Turkey, Iran, and Iraq meet, on the
northern boundaries between the Middle East and Central Asia. Since the
treaties marking the end of World War I, Kurdistan—this territory where
Kurds are in the majority—has been divided among five sovereign states with
43 percent in Turkey, 31 percent in Iran, 18 percent in Iraq, 6 percent in
Syria, and 2 percent in Central Asia.1 The Kurds constitute the highest 
percentage of the total population in Iraq and Turkey, with 23 percent; 
13 million Kurds live in Turkey, and 4.2 million in Iraq. Iran has 5.7 million
Kurds (about 10 percent of the population), Syria is home to about 1 mil-
lion (8 percent of the population), roughly 500,000 Kurds live in Central
Asia, and over 700,000 Kurds live elsewhere.
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The Kurds are divided into several religions; Sunni Islam is predominant,
but Shi’ism is found in northwest Anatolian Kurdistan, where the Kurds
practicing that faith are called Alevis. Some Kurds also belong to Ahl al Haqq
or Yazidism, two derivations of Islam. Their Indo-European languages, related
to Persian, include two major dialects—Kurmanji, spoken north of Mosul in
Central Asia, and Sorani (or Kurdi), which is the official Kurdish language in
Iraq—and several subdialects. Kurds identify themselves with their tribes—
sometimes synonymous with the inhabitants of their villages. Yet, despite the
differences among them, Kurds share a distinct culture, separate from those
peoples living around them, and have maintained it for at least 2,000 years.

The Kurds comprise the largest territorially concentrated ethnic group in
the world—22–27 million strong—without its own state. It is in Iraq, how-
ever, that Kurdish national aspirations have been alternately most encouraged
and most frustrated. Iraq, with its population of about 17 million divided
between different ethnic, cultural, religious, and tribal groups—and ruled
since 1958 by a minority Sunni Islam sect—lacks a strong national identity.
Tension among the various groups has remained constant over the last 
70 years, but has erupted into violence with each shift of power in Baghdad;
any sign of weakness from the central government results in attempts by the
northern Kurdish region and Shiite south to claim political autonomy.

From World War I to the Rise of the Ba’ath Party in the 1960s
The Kurds came close to realizing their aspirations for a separate state 
following World War I. U.S. President Woodrow Wilson specifically advo-
cated self-determination and an independent state for the Kurds living within
the territories of the former German, Austrian, Ottoman, and Russian
empires. The 1920 Treaty of Sevres, which dealt with the territory of the for-
mer Ottoman empire, provided for the creation of a Kurdish state. However,
the Treaty was signed by the Ottoman sultanate and the new Turkish Republic
established by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk never enacted it. The subsequent
Treaty of Lausanne, signed on June 24, 1923, turned over northern and west-
ern Kurdistan to Turkey. Britain incorporated central Kurdistan, the province
of Mosul, which included the oil-producing district of Kirkuk, into its man-
date of Iraq. Not for the last time, Turkey, assisted by Britain, would frustrate
Kurdish aspirations. The notion of Kurdish independence nonetheless,
remained a vibrant force in Iraq from the early 1920s onward.

A Kurdish kingdom was created under the British mandate and was
placed under the leadership of Shaykh Mahmud Barzinji, a religious leader
operating from Suleymania in southern Iraqi Kurdistan. He immediately
turned against the British, and fought them until he was defeated in 1931.
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Meanwhile, one of Barzinji’s rivals, Mulla Mustafa Barzani, was establishing
himself as the leader of the Barzani tribe, based in northern Iraqi Kurdistan.
In 1945, Barzani joined forces with the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP),
and participated in the establishment of the Mahabad Republic, an
autonomous quasi-state carved out of Iran. The republic endured for a year,
during 1946, under the auspices of the Soviet Union, which had maintained
its postwar occupation of northern Iran even after the British left the south.
Ultimately, under pressure from a Truman administration with a nuclear
monopoly, the Soviets withdrew from Iran and the Kurdish republic disinte-
grated. Barzani went into exile in the Soviet Union.

Iraqi Kurdistan remained relatively stable politically during a brief period 
following the 1958 Iraqi revolution, which deposed the Hasemite monarchy
and resulted in the establishment of the Iraqi republic under the control of a
military junta. Barzani returned to Iraq and began to assert control over the
KDP and the Kurdish national movement in Iraq. As his popularity grew
throughout the 1960s, he recruited young Kurds to his pesh merga irregular
troops and conducted guerrilla campaigns against the government in Baghdad.2

The Ba’ath Party and Saddam Hussein
In 1963, the leaders of the Ba’ath Party wrested control from the military
junta. These new leaders recognized the drain on the central power that the
struggle with the Kurds produced and sought to arrive at a political agree-
ment with Barzani. In March 1970, Saddam Hussein, who was vice presi-
dent at the time, met with Barzani and presented the Kurdish people with a
Manifesto of 15 rights with respect to language, education, culture, local self-
government, and national representation. The Kurds were recognized within
the context of the agreement as a second state-constituting nation, together
with the Arabs, and Kurdish was to be a second national language.
Furthermore, an autonomous Kurdish region was to be established four years
after the signing of the treaty. The agreement was never implemented. There
was insufficient trust between both sides and neither party was fully satisfied
with the provisions. But when, in 1974, the Ba’ath government proposed the
unilateral implementation of the 1970 agreement and limited political
autonomy for the Kurds, Barzani rejected it. He called his fighters back 
into action and began to ally the KDP closer with the Shah of Iran. The
Kurdish cause obtained the support of Iran (and the financial backing of 
the CIA), but this came to a swift end in 1975. Kurdish military defeat and
Iraqi offers of territory to Iran spurred the Shah to make a deal with
Baghdad. Barzani was forced into exile in the United States, where he died
in 1979.
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Through the late 1970s and early 1980s the Iraqi government poured 
significant funding into the development of Kurdistan in a bid to co-opt
Kurdish citizens, and reduce the influence of the Kurdish parties. Simultane-
ously, Baghdad attempted to engineer population shifts, encouraging Arabs
to move to Kurdish areas. During the Iran–Iraq war, the KDP led by Barzani
openly supported Iran (where it had its headquarters), vainly hoping that
they would obtain territory in return. The Iraqi government suffering mili-
tary losses, tried to forge an agreement with the KDP. When that failed, in
1984, the Iraqi government came to an agreement with the Patriotic Union
of Kurdistan (PUK), a splinter faction of the KDP led by Jalal Talabani on
an Autonomous Region that was larger and more generous than the 1970
agreement. This agreement, however, was never implemented because of
Turkey’s objections to Kurdish autonomy just on the other side of its border
and its Kurdish population.

Fighting between the Kurds and Iraqi forces continued from 1985 to
1988. Baghdad used Kurdish mercenaries, or fursan, to contain the pesh
mergas, and at the same time the Iraqi military began to employ chemical
weapons to subdue Kurdish forces and citizens. In 1988, the largest chemical
weapons attack on a civilian population since World War I was directed at the
village of Halabja. Approximately 5,000 people died. The Iraqi government
continued its campaign, aiming it at villages in the strategic area north of
Mosul where the Iraqi–Turkish oil pipeline, rail line, and highway to Europe
run. Thousands more died and approximately 60,000 Kurds fled to Turkey.3

The Gulf War Uprising
The Gulf War provided another opportunity for Kurds accustomed to utiliz-
ing Baghdad’s periods of weakness to press for autonomy. In August 1990,
Talabani traveled to Washington. KDP and PUK leaders traveled to France in
September. The following month, Saddam offered to come to an agreement
with the Kurds, but the Kurdish Front (an umbrella group established in 1988,
composed of the KDP, PUK, Kurdistan Socialist Party, Kurdish People’s
Democratic Party, the small socialist PASOK party, and the Kurdish branch of
the Iraqi Communist Party) refused to respond to his advances. The Kurdish
leadership had the support of the state-recruited mercenaries and almost 3,000
pesh mergas. Given the uncertainty regarding Saddam’s future, the Front was
not prepared to make a deal. They asserted that they would remain neutral.
Saddam would not rest easy and, as a result, eight Iraqi divisions and thousands
of mercenaries were tied up in northern Iraq during the war.

On March 4, 1991, less than a week after the conclusion of the Gulf War,
the Kurds sparked a series of uprisings, which spread throughout Iraqi
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Kurdistan. Town after town fell to the rebels, thousands of Iraqi troops 
surrendered, and the KDP and PUK seized political leadership. By March 19
almost all of Kurdistan was under Kurdish control, including the oil-town of
Kirkuk, but this victory scarcely lasted ten days. The Kurdish leadership was
unable to adequately coordinate military and political strategy and success-
fully defend their gains. On March 28, the Iraqi government forces
responded with a powerful counteroffensive.

Using helicopter gunships, tanks, multiple rocket launchers, and heavy
artillery, the Republican Guards took back the Kurdish villages. Within 
72 hours a massive exodus of Kurdish residents was underway. Spurred on by
memories of Saddam Hussein’s gas attacks in 1988, the Kurds moved in pan-
icked droves into the mountains and toward the Turkish and Iranian borders.
Nearly half of Iraq’s Kurds took flight. They fled only with what they could
carry, some in cars and trucks and others by foot, and as they choked up the
snow-covered mountain passes, vehicles were abandoned for lack of fuel or
passable roads. The Kurds struggled to reach the Turkish border freezing,
increasingly weakened by disease and dehydration. Elderly Kurds collapsed
and had to be buried at the side of the road and those who struggled onward
faced the cold and landmines. Nearly 1.2 million Kurds crossed into Iran,
but those Kurds heading for Turkey hit a closed border.4

At the end of April about 500,000 Kurds had made it to the Turkish bor-
der, but the Turkish government, which closed its border after two days, had
only allowed in 200,000.5 The remaining Kurds were left on the mountainside
starving, freezing, and harassed by Iraqi and Turkish troops. The nearby media
crews swiftly publicized the Kurdish plight. The international community was
roused to action, in part because of the publicity, but also because of the
Turkish government’s calls for help. In addition, coalition activities associated
with the Gulf War, such as radio broadcasts urging the Iraqis to overthrow
Saddam Hussein, appeared to place some responsibility for an international
response in the hands of the coalition leaders, particular the United States.

On April 5, 1991, President Bush announced a plan to airdrop relief 
supplies to the Kurds in the mountains along the Turkish border. On that
same day, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 688 condemning,
“the repression of the Iraqi civilian population . . . in Kurdish populated areas,
the consequences of which threaten international peace and security in the
region.” The resolution demanded “that Iraq . . . immediately end this repres-
sion,” and allow immediate access by international organizations to all those
requiring assistance.6 The Gulf War coalition responded with Operation
Provide Comfort, a U.S.-led military intervention, which evolved from 
April to June 1991, from an ad hoc scramble to assist the dying Kurds with
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airdrops to a coordinated, civil–military effort to return the local population
of Iraqi Kurdistan to their villages.

The coalition forces did not want permanent refugee camps on the
Turkish border; they wanted the Kurds to go home. However, to convince
the Kurds to return, their safety had to be guaranteed. On April 7, during a
television appearance, Turkish President Ozal suggested creating a safe haven
for Kurds under UN auspices. British Prime Minister John Major launched
a safe haven plan at an EC summit, and after some foot-dragging
Washington lent its support. The result was the creation of a military exclu-
sion zone north of the 36th parallel and the de facto partition of Iraq.

The decision to intervene in Iraq on behalf of the Kurds was directly
linked to the 1990–91 Gulf War, which the multinational U.S.-led coalition
successfully waged against Saddam Hussein. The consequences of Saddam’s
defeat included the outbreak of the rebellions in Iraqi Kurdistan and the
southern Shiite region. The sudden and surprising torrent of refugees threat-
ened to destabilize Turkey, which was struggling to repress Kurdish national-
ism and contain the socioeconomic effects of shutting off a main oil pipeline
out of Iraq (originating in Kirkuk) at a cost of about $9 billion in revenues.7

Turkey did not however fear the direct economic burden, but the destabiliz-
ing presence of hundreds of thousands of ethnic Kurds—potential recruits to
the Turkish Kurdish insurgent organization, the Kurdish Workers Party
(PKK). Turkey’s concerns, together with the heavy coalition presence and the
failure to prevent the Iraqi government’s subsequent use of force, and finally,
the prominent television coverage, compelled the United States and its allies
to act.

Meanwhile, in late spring 1991, Saddam and the Kurdish leaders entered
negotiations regarding the political status of Iraqi Kurdistan. Jalal Talabani
declared, “We are closer than ever to autonomy, this is the best chance that
we’ve had this century.”8 The Iraqi government offered a proposal for con-
federation, and the Front demanded autonomy within a democratic federal
Iraq. Baghdad would allow the Kurds to designate Kirkuk as the administra-
tive capital of the autonomous region, in exchange for control over the oil
and Kurdish guarantees that they would cut off all foreign contacts. This last
stipulation was most problematic, because the Kurds no longer wanted to be
at Baghdad’s mercy, and needed to work out some agreement with Turkey in
order for this autonomous region to be viable, economically and politically.
Over time disagreements regarding Kirkuk, and the borders and powers 
of the autonomous zone emerged. By mid-June, the Kurdish leadership 
recognized that Saddam was insincere; he was merely stalling until the coali-
tion withdrew. As of July 3 there were still 3,641 coalition soldiers in Iraq,
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including 1,455 Americans, maintaining security in coordination with
Kurdish forces in the 80-kilometer (50-mile) deep zone. On July 15 coalition
ground forces pulled out of Iraq to Silopi, Turkey. Air forces remained in
Incirlik and Batman, Turkey, along with a putative rapid response force.9

These 2,500 to 3,000 troops would ensure that the Kurds were not attacked.
Yet, just after U.S. forces withdrew, on August 4–15 Turkish forces con-
ducted their first air attacks over Iraq in an attempt to hit PKK insurgents.
Two further air assaults were conducted in October, and by 1991 Turkish air
raids over northern Iraq were commonplace.

U.S. Objectives
The United States never publicly and specifically advocated a Kurdish rebel-
lion during the Gulf War or since. Any support for greater rights for Kurds—
and U.S. support in 1991 never went further than verbal encouragement of
discussions with Baghdad regarding autonomy—has come within the con-
text of efforts to support a broad democratic opposition in Iraq. Thus, to
explain why Bush called on the Iraqis to rebel, but failed to respond quickly
enough to limit Iraqi airpower and safeguard the Kurdish and Shiite upris-
ings, one observer states, “What the president really meant, it emerged, was
that the United States would like to see a compliant military regime in power
in Baghdad. Kurds and Shia need not apply.”10 The United States had been
targeting a different opposition—the Sunni elite.

Though the Bush administration was criticized for allowing Saddam to
remain in power, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the time,
General Colin Powell, maintained, “The objectives that the President, our
friends in the region, and the United Nations agreed on was to get the Iraqi
army out of Kuwait and restore the legitimate government in Kuwait and
provide for regional security . . . It was never one of our objectives to change
the form of government of the Iraqi people.”11 Had the United States and
coalition forces marched into Baghdad, Powell maintained, they would have
been unable to find any sort of democratic successor to Saddam Hussein, and
might have found themselves bogged down there, serving as a security force.
When asked about the U.S.-led operation in northern Iraq, Powell contin-
ued to make the link with the Gulf War objectives: “The war aims had noth-
ing to do with rearranging Iraq and they had nothing to do with establishing
a Kurdish regime.”12

While the United States was not going to directly engineer Saddam’s fall
from office or physical demise, the Bush administration did verbally support
a change in government. The Kurdish cause was not espoused by
Washington, but it was probably deemed useful to the extent that it might
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weaken Saddam’s control of the government. Washington may have been fol-
lowing the old Nixonian strategy of using the Kurds to keep Baghdad dis-
tracted and weakened, and the power of the Ba’ath Party challenged, eroded,
but not destroyed. The administration believed that internal unrest, together
with the crushing military defeat and oppressive international sanctions
would encourage the opposition within the ruling party to step forward and
seize control.

The radio broadcasts represented the only serious public attempt during
the war to topple the Iraqi government. Removing Saddam from office was
an unstated U.S. objective of the Gulf War. It remained unstated, and there-
fore poorly operationalized, because U.S. allies were ambivalent or at least
unassertive on this issue. And the United States needed the coalition to win
the war and to forge peace.

At the conclusion of the war, the U.S. leaders were eager to move
American troops out of Iraq as soon as possible. Once they deemed that the
limited, UN-sanctioned objectives of the resolutions passed by the Security
Council between August 2, 1990 and March 1991 had been met, the goal
was to start redeploying forces back to the United States. President Bush was
anxious to prove that the U.S. government could function as an honest bro-
ker, keeping its pledge not to become an occupying force. He had an eye on
subsequent negotiations in the Middle East, hoping to leverage the situation
to obtain breakthroughs between Israel and Lebanon, Israel and Syria, as well
as to obtain basing privileges in the Gulf. Bush was characteristically cautious,
unwilling to step outside the bounds of international consensus to potentially
destroy the Iraqi state by taking tanks to Baghdad and beheading the govern-
ment. The president also refused to squander diplomatic and domestic polit-
ical capital (with an election approaching in 1992) by appearing ruthless
vis-à-vis the pathetic, surrendering Iraqi army. Seven weeks after hostilities
had ceased, U.S. forces were redeploying almost as fast as they had come.

The Position of Allies or Dominant Regional States

According to the contemporaneous statements of policymakers, the U.S.
decision not to support the partition of Iraq was decisively influenced by the
position of the U.S. allies —the key coalition leaders Britain, France, and
Turkey (the dominant regional state in this case) and to a lesser extent Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, and others. U.S. policy regarding the Kurdish secessionist
movement was governed according to the dictates of the general coalition
strategy vis-à-vis Baghdad. As one administration official emphasized, “our
mandate—as voted by the UN Security Council and supported by the
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Congress—was to seek Kuwait’s liberation, not remake Iraq. Our coalition
would not have survived the more ambitious undertaking.”13 Furthermore,
once the war was won, the United States still needed its allies to enforce
peace. Any attempt to enforce the UN resolutions aimed at modifying Iraqi
policy and behavior (and perhaps provoking Saddam’s overthrow) hinged on
the cooperation of U.S. allies, particularly Turkey. Going one step further
and assisting the Kurds to achieve autonomy or independence was not
actively advocated by any of the U.S. allies.

Turkey
The Turkish government was nervous about Kurdish self-determination, but it
was also divided on this issue. The Turkish foreign policy establishment was
adamantly opposed to any concessions to the Iraqi Kurds in the form of
autonomy, independence, or even federation, because they feared that this
would cause Turkish Kurds to become more rebellious and threatening to the
stability of the Turkish state. However, President Ozal represented a more lib-
eral perspective on the Kurds. This manifested itself in 1991 when he orches-
trated the repeal of the legislation banning the use of the Kurdish language,
and became more evident during 1992–93. At that time “what he wanted to
do was to have the establishment of an autonomous northern Iraq, whose
guarantor would be Turkey. It was a brilliant move on his part. It would have
sent a message to his Kurds- don’t rebel.”14 In fact, he may have even toler-
ated an independent Iraqi Kurdistan, as long as it operated, “under Turkish
suzerainty.”15 A former advisor to Ozal contends that the Turkish president’s
1991 statement that Turkey, Syria, and Iran “were in agreement that no
Kurdish entity should be allowed to emerge from the Gulf crisis” did not
truly reflect his thinking.16 It did, however, represent the conservative
Turkish political–military establishment’s position. Ultimately, the conserva-
tive thinkers prevailed, but during 1991 the United States would have heard
more than one voice speaking on the issue from Ankara. The question is to
which voice did Washington heed. According to a senior State Department ana-
lyst, if the United States were speaking with Ozal, then only the claim that
Turkish opposition was an obstacle to a more aggressive policy (aimed at remov-
ing Saddam and/or helping the Kurds) could have been an excuse for inaction.
Ozal himself would have been accommodating.17. According to Paul
Wolfowitz, who served as undersecretary of Defense for Policy at the time, Ozal,
“viewed Saddam as a major danger, he viewed Northern Iraq as an opportunity
for Turkey, which most Turks didn’t and he viewed the Kurdish problem as
something that needed to be resolved politically by Turkey and not militarily
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and therefore he was less afraid of dealing with Kurds; all of those things kind
of converged.”18

During the war, Secretary Baker characterizes President Ozal as “ . . .
stalwart in his support for the United States.”19 There is no indication this
changed in a few short months. So, the United States either did not act
because it was not the administration’s policy preference, or because others in
Turkey had the decisive word. Ozal was speaking to President Bush, while all
the other Turkish political and military figures interfacing with the State
Department via the ambassador and with the Defense Department through
military channels, would have been urged to withhold any assistance to the
Kurds. It is quite possible that administration officials “listened to whoever sup-
ported what they believed in the first place.”20 Perhaps Turkey, and many of the
other Middle Eastern allies feared the possibility of Iraqi fragmentation and/or
Kurdish independence or autonomy more than Saddam and his weapons of
mass destruction. At any rate, helping the Kurds achieve autonomy or inde-
pendence would not necessarily have led directly to the removal of Saddam
Hussein from office. It would, however, have led to internal and regional 
instability—a condition the United States and its allies hoped to avoid.

According to most accounts, the coalition allies, Arabs and Europeans,
were petrified that Iraq would be dissembled into three pieces. The neigh-
boring states feared the consequences of a break-up for two reasons—because
of the power vacuum and instability that might result, and because of the
heartening effect an independent Kurdish and/or Shi’a state might have on
their domestic secessionist groups. The U.S. ambassador in Turkey at the
time recalls, “I think most of that discussion about should we keep Iraq
intact was during the Gulf War and the next couple months when the Kurds
came out and I think that . . . [we] basically settled on the notion that [grant-
ing autonomy or independence to the Kurds] would be unacceptable to the
Arabs.”21 The Gulf states were concerned that Turkey and Iran would inter-
vene in Iraq if the Iraqi government was no longer able to control its borders.
Turkey might reassert its claim on the oil town of Mosul, which it had con-
ceded under the League of Nations arbitration, and Iran might assert historic
and religious interests, the latter based upon the fact that a majority of 
the population was Shiite. One potential negative outcome would be the
emergence of a fundamentalist Shiite bloc with a controlling share of oil 
production (and the corresponding ability to control oil prices).

Turkey clearly feared the impact that greater political freedom in Iraq
would have on its own Kurds. At the same time, it was pressure from Turkey
that led to the intervention in northern Iraq in 1991. During the Gulf War,
the Ozal government had reluctantly, and despite protests from its military
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leadership, allowed the United States to conduct Operation Proven Force, a
combined effort of 55,000 sorties into Iraq. The economic cost of the war to
Turkey was well publicized—April 1991 was payback time. The governor 
of eastern Turkey declared, “Turkey should not be left alone with this 
problem . . . all the world is responsible.”22 Turkey expected to be rescued
from the refugee crisis by her North American and European allies. Indeed,
if the Western allies failed to act, President Ozal informed President Bush
that Turkey would be forced to invade Iraq.23 This posed clear problems 
for President Bush’s Near East policy team, which was turning to the next
challenge—invigorating the Arab–Israeli peace process. Wolfowitz com-
ments, “ . . . there was a somewhat Arabist attitude that we can’t afford to be
associated with a Turkish intervention in an Arab country like that . . . and it
isn’t clear that if Ozal had gone in that he would ever have left.”24

Just as U.S. forces were leaving in summer 1991 the Turkish government
switched to hard-line tactics in dealing with its own Kurds for the first time
since the 1970s, using extreme right-wing vigilantes to mete out punishment
to suspected or actual PKK sympathizers. The Ozal government, under polit-
ical pressure due to the stationing of foreign troops on Turkish territory,
launched offensives against the PKK bases in Iraq, and established a 10-mile-
wide buffer zone (patrolled by Turkish troops) inside Iraq. In early August
1991 a statement by the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs stipulated that
the humanitarian effort should be limited to 30 days, and to northern Iraq,
just over the Turkish–Iraqi border, “with the objective of ensuring the United
Nations relief agencies assume this task in close cooperation and coordina-
tion with the Turkish authorities.”25

By summer 1992 Turkey no longer regarded the de facto partition of Iraq
as a necessary solution to the direct and acute threat of a sudden influx of Iraqi
Kurdish refugees. Instead, the safe haven was considered undesirable and
potentially dangerous from a political and military perspective. Northern Iraq
provided a precedent for Turkey’s Kurds to look to in their quest for greater
rights; the Turkish government feared that their Kurds would demand auton-
omy as well. Turkey was decidedly displeased with the prospect of Kurdish
elections in spring 1992. The Turkish air force bombed Barzani’s campaign
office just days before the elections, and Ankara claimed that elections would
lead to a power vacuum and more violence in northern Iraq.

The territory between Turkey and Iraq also posed problems for Turkey’s
military, because the lack of control by Baghdad had resulted in increased
PKK activity; they were fighting insurgents who now had a large sanctuary
enforced by an international no-fly zone. The Turkish government deter-
mined that the de facto partition was militarily unacceptable unless they

Iraq ● 27

Evelyn-02.qxd  9/5/03  6:59 AM  Page 27



could consider northern Iraq to be a buffer zone and accordingly initiate
cross-border raids against the PKK. Ankara began to fill the military 
vacuum left by the coalition. The Turks were attempting to assert military
control of the area; they already had economic control because all interna-
tional aid was channeled through Turkey. Neither the Bush nor the Clinton
administrations protested or did anything to obstruct, much less discourage,
Turkish operations. Instead, in November 1992 responding to reports that
the PKK was blocking humanitarian relief transports the U.S. administration
declared, “we applaud the efforts of the Government of Turkey and Iraqi
Kurdish groups to protect this truck traffic and Turkish efforts to restore
security and block PKK blackmail.”26

The Europeans
Turkey and its key European allies pressured the United States into leading the
humanitarian operation that would lead to the de facto partition of Iraq.
Britain advocated the creation of a safe haven in northern Iraq as the only 
feasible means to bring down refugees from the unforgiving mountains and
back to their villages. One commentator observed, “ . . . Remember during the
Gulf crisis, Bush was a leader. Now he’s following Prime Minister Major and
President Mitterrand, they’re leading the way on this.”27 Another regarded the
British effort to establish a safe haven as so aggressive that “the British seem 
to be maneuvering toward establishing an independent Kurdish entity in
northern Iraq—a way, they apparently believe, of removing the Kurds from the
grip of their enemies, the Ba’athists.”28 He speculated that London might have
cut a deal with Talabani for oil concessions in Kirkuk.29 General John Galvin,
the Supreme Allied Commander Europe at the time, recalls, “I didn’t sense it
as the British pushing us . . . the French were also leaning in the direction 
of support, other nations came on board very quickly . . . but I would say of
them all the British were right up front. They were willing to commit force
early on.”30

On April 13 President Bush was still holding back, insinuating that the
operation in Iraq might involve the United States in a civil war. “We’d already
declared victory and we were heading home and nobody wanted to take on
new tasks . . . ‘bring the boys home’ is a perennial cry with great political
appeal and particularly once you’ve said you finished the job the last thing
anyone wants to do is admit that they haven’t.”31 Three days later, the U.S.
commander-in-chief dispatched troops to Turkey and Iraq.

“President Bush still said he wanted all American troops home as soon as
possible; the whole affair was a classic example of Washington double-speak in
which Bush and his aides finally bowed to allied pressure as they realized that
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their own public was swinging round to the European point of view.”32 Yet, the
United States eventually had its own reasons to share the European perspective,
and aside from contributing forces, Wolfowitz recalls, “the British didn’t have a
whole lot of influence,” and neither the British nor the French “ . . . claimed to
be the ones that persuaded the President.”33 Their pressuring was undoubtedly
helpful to their cause, and hurried things along, but was probably not decisive.

On March 28, under increasing pressure from the allies, the U.S. govern-
ment opened a dialogue with the Kurdish front. This was the end of a 
policy of no-contact with the Kurdish leadership adopted in 1988, when 
a visit to the State Department by Jalal Talabani provoked serious outcry
from Ankara and Baghdad. During the Gulf War, Kurdish representatives
had attempted to meet with American officials, but were rebuffed. “The
public snub of Kurdish and other Iraqi opposition leaders was read as a clear
indication that the United States did not want the popular rebellion to 
succeed. This was confirmed by background statements from Administration
officials that they were looking for a military, not a popular, alternative to
Saddam Hussein.”34

But this new willingness to work with the Kurdish leaders did not stem
from a radical shift in U.S. policy toward their nationalist aspirations. There
would be no new Kurdish or Shiite state carved out of Iraq. Washington had
not decided to get ahead of its allies, and Ankara’s position was that remov-
ing the threat to Turkish internal stability that the Kurdish refugees posed
could not come at the cost of the creation of yet another threat to Turkey—
a Kurdish state in Iraq. Once the refugee crisis had been contained and elim-
inated, Turkey adopted a nervous, ambivalent attitude toward the safe haven.
The Turkish government knew that not all of the coalition partners 
shared their concern about Kurdish separatism. London was more sympa-
thetic to the Kurdish perspective. Indeed, according to Mort Abramowitz,
the U.S. ambassador to Turkey in 1991, “The Turks always thought the
British were the most sort of perfidious, so to speak—they were trying to
seek Kurdish self-rule, independence, etc. They knew the British had a long
history of encouraging Kurdish insurrection and supporting anti-Turkey
Kurds.”35

Ultimately, the United States responded to pressure to withdraw from the
safe haven, and did so despite British misgivings. The United States proved
sensitive to Turkish unease and eager, for its own reasons, to pull out of Iraq
as soon as possible. After all, the “security zone was less a way to ease the 
suffering of the Kurds than an effort to assist Turkey—a NATO member and
an important partner in the international sanctions effort against Saddam.”36

In addition, the United States had domestic reasons to push for a rapid exit.
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“In Washington the aim had always been to do the job and get out as soon
as possible. The administration was convinced that the main wish of the
American people was ‘to get the boys back home’ and that for all the public
pressure earlier on, there was no longer much interest in the affair.”37 The
United States was eager to turn the operation over to the UN. However,
Washington faced resistance from the Kurds, and from their British allies. As
Colin Powell explained, “there was a difference in agreement as to when we
should back out. After my visit in June, I thought we could come out in a
few weeks.” The British were nervous about leaving, concerned that the
Kurds might return to the mountains. In this case, the United States gave in
only a little. “We gave the Brits a week or two more,” says Powell.38

Withdrawal: Ankara and United States Reluctance Prevail

The Kurdish leadership was desperate for the coalition forces to remain.
They were in the midst of negotiations with Saddam Hussein and recog-
nized that the presence of foreign troops in northern Iraq gave them some
leverage. Indeed, after General Powell announced that the coalition would
withdraw from Iraq, Kurdish leaders maintained that Iraqi negotiators
started losing interest. Talabani complained about the lack of U.S. support,
maintaining, “There is no American pressure. Perhaps we are blaming 
them because they are not playing a part. They are still able to use their 
influence . . . for a just solution and agreement acceptable to both sides.”39

The Kurdish leaders appealed to the coalition commanders to extract politi-
cal and security guarantees for the Kurds from Saddam in exchange for the
withdrawal of allied troops. The U.S. military commanders adamantly made
the distinction between their humanitarian mission and the political issue of
Kurdish autonomy. At the time, General Shalikashvili explained to the
Kurdish leaders, “You know that from the beginning we did not come here
with the expectation that we as strangers could land here and solve the Kurdish
problem, that is a long standing problem. I think that you would all agree with
me that this is a problem that must be solved between you and the Iraqi 
government . . . We came here to solve the refugee problem, just that piece, not
even attempting to solve the whole refugee problem . . . As a matter of fact, we
set out initially to just drop some supplies into the camps in the hope that we
could solve the problem . . . I understand what you are saying but when I say
we have finished the job—it is what we came to do and what you would want
us to do.”40

The coalition withdrew and the United States avoided involvement in the
Kurdish–Iraqi negotiations. The allies left only the Military Coordination
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Committee (MCC) behind, a presence that did more to guarantee protec-
tion for the humanitarian operation than for the Kurds. In 1992 the MCC
constituted seven officers and four enlisted men from Britain, France, and
Turkey with an American commander, a presence that was aimed at deter-
ring about 85,000 Republican Guards below the 36th parallel. Four years
later, the first MCC commander characterized it as “the only assurance the
Kurds had/have regarding security guarantees is the continued presence of
the MCC.”41 One of his successors credited it with serving as the most visible
symbol of coalition concern on the ground.42 Meanwhile, its detractors
asserted, that it “had a limited mandate, everything was done in concert with
the Turks. Everything was done to deny any support for the PKK. It was a
horrible policy throughout; it strung people along.”43 Nonetheless, in 1996
even the MCC was withdrawn and Operation Provide Comfort was suc-
ceeded by Operation Northern Watch, a purely air operation. This operation
was now executed by a coalition reduced to the United States, Turkey, and
Britain.

Turkey exercised enormous leverage on U.S. policy. Ankara might have
revoked authorization of Provide Comfort, which was carried out from its air
bases. This may have resulted in a subsequent U.S. retreat from Iraq, an
implicit or explicit disavowal of the Kurds, and severe damage to U.S. cred-
ibility. Certainly, Saddam Hussein would have perceived the abandonment
of the no-fly zone as a victory, and would have swiftly reasserted full control
over the territory. Ironically, the United States entered Iraq in response to a
request from the Turkish government, but only a few years later U.S. officials
were expressing gratitude to Ankara for allowing them to carry out the 
deterrent and humanitarian operation! The United States encouraged each
extension of the operation in northern Iraq, with such characteristic lan-
guage: “Operation Provide Comfort was recently renewed by the Turkish
parliament. We welcome Turkey’s action, which was taken by a large major-
ity and which demonstrates Turkey’s ongoing support for the coalition.”44

The American sense of indebtedness was addressed in a concrete fashion.
In 1994 alone the United States provided $5.3 billion in military aid to
Turkey, which placed it at the very top of the list of weapons importers for
that year.45 This hardly demonstrated any inclination to support the Kurds
in their attempt to gain autonomy or partition. In fact, while United States
forces were patrolling the no-fly zone of northern Iraq in order to deter Iraq
from harming the Kurds, this same action facilitated Turkish air and ground
assaults on the PKK and their Iraqi Kurd sympathizers.

The U.S. decision not to support Kurdish efforts to obtain partition bol-
stered the Turkish policy of opposition to partition. Yet, Ankara’s position
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was not the sole determinant of U.S. policy. The Bush administration did
not want to become militarily involved in a civil war in Iraq; the leadership
was suffering from what Wolfowitz coined, “a declare victory syndrome.”46

In addition, the Bush officials did not want to split the state, because of their
allies’ and their own concern about spillover effects. The result was a situa-
tion where, as Wolfowitz explains, “we never really tried to push the limits of
what the Turks would let us do in northern Iraq because we weren’t interested
in taking advantage of the situation ourselves.”47

On the separate question of removing Saddam, the United States did not
wish to become directly involved politically or militarily. While Turkey and
Iraq’s other neighbors probably would have preferred Saddam’s removal they
recognized that this was impossible without United States assistance. As a
result, they kept their preferences private. At any rate, the prevailing conser-
vative establishment in Turkey and Saudi Arabia most definitely did not
regard the Kurdish or Shiite uprisings as acceptable vehicles for removing
Saddam, and were clearly opposed to autonomy for these groups. As for the
Western allies, primarily the U.K. and France, once the humanitarian oper-
ation was in place, they were marginalized; Turkey exercised the most lever-
age from early April to the present. But again, it could do so because
Washington did not initially resist, and this pattern was never broken.
Working with Ankara to fashion a common policy has always presented chal-
lenges to U.S. officials, however, in this instance, “it certainly wasn’t the case
that we had a clear direction we wanted to go in and we just couldn’t get
there ‘cause the Turks vetoed it. Some large part of us was just as happy to be
vetoed by the Turks . . .”48

Fear of Spillover

U.S. policy vis-à-vis the Kurds was fundamentally motivated by the proba-
bility that granting partition to the Iraqi Kurds would provoke conflict in
Turkey between the government and its Kurds, and the possibility that con-
flict would break out among Turkey, Iran and Syria and the Kurds. The Bush
and Clinton administrations recognized that fighting among these states
could provoke another regional war. At a minimum, any conflict could derail
Middle East peace initiatives, and would lead to certain tragedy for the
Kurds. The concern that conflict would follow the creation of a Kurdish state
was primarily a realist one. The U.S. government concluded that a divided
Iraq would be a weak Iraq—prey to its neighboring states. Following a long-
standing policy of “dual containment,” which aimed to maintain a balance-
of-power between Iran and Iraq—the two major regional powers, the United
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States was wary of allowing Iraq to become vulnerable to outside regional
intervention. A weakened government was acceptable, but a weakened state,
territorially speaking, was not. Indeed, while Saddam himself was considered
dangerous to regional stability, allowing Iraq to be torn apart would have
produced a commensurate, or worse, threat.

This assessment—that if the Kurds achieved partition, it would create
great regional instability—manifested itself in U.S. policy from 1991
onward. During the Kurdish uprising the U.S. government warned Saddam
not to use chemical weapons (again) on his citizens. Yet, the United States
did nothing to assist the rebellion. Indeed, by failing to prevent the Iraqi
army from using its rotary planes prior to the uprising and during it, the
United States can be regarded as somewhat complicit in its defeat. Once the
Kurds rebelled it was due to an U.S. oversight that they were so rapidly and
forcefully defeated. At the March 3, 1991 Safwan armistice talks General
Schwartzkopf gave permission to the Iraqis to fly armed helicopters (but not
fixed-wing airplanes) over areas where there was no U.S. presence. It was
understood that the purpose of these flights would be for planning 
reconstruction of rail and road infrastructure. The day after these talks, on
March 4, the helicopters conveyed Iraqi troops to southern Iraq to suppress
the Shiite rebellion, which had erupted as Iraqi troops were surrendering to
the coalition. With this rebellion crushed, Saddam sent the helicopters up
north. There was no political outcry from the U.S. government, no deterrent
or defensive military action.

Keeping Iraq Intact
Washington categorically opposed the destruction of the state of Iraq.
Saddam’s removal was a U.S. policy objective—so long as the process of
achieving it did not destroy Iraq. The preferred scenario required the defeat
of the rebels prior to the overthrow of Saddam.49 In fact, the U.S. govern-
ment deemed the rebellions detrimental to its policy. According to Baker,
“while we had been careful not to embrace it as a war aim or political aim,
our administration had made it publicly clear for some time that we would
shed no tears if Saddam were overthrown. There was reason to hope that an
emotionally battered armed forces leadership would rise up against the man
responsible for the Kuwaiti debacle. In fact precisely the reverse occurred.
The rebellions provided a convenient excuse for the military to forget their
humiliating performance in Desert Storm.”50 The administration had hoped
that the Sunni leadership would “liberate” Iraq from Saddam Hussein.

The United States was clearly influenced in the pivotal 1991–92 period
by the assessment that the partition of Iraq would create internal and
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regional conflict. As Secretary Baker explains, “the administration’s policy in
the weeks immediately following the cessation of hostilities was grounded 
in a complex mix of calculations, designed with one overriding strategic 
concern clearly in mind: to avoid what we often referred to as the
Lebanonization of Iraq, which we believed would create a geopolitical night-
mare.”51 Fragmentation, Baker explained, would have provided Shiite
extremists with an opportunity in southern Iraq.52 “Just as fears of Iranian
expansionism helped shape U.S. prewar policy toward Iraq, this same phobia
was a significant factor in our postwar decisionmaking.”53 The southern and
northern Iraqi rebellions were therefore clearly linked from the perspective of
the Administration. Indeed, Baker lumps them together expounding on the
U.S. response to the 1991 uprisings. “We did not assist the insurrections mil-
itarily, primarily out of fear of hastening the fragmentation of Iraq and
plunging the region into a new cycle of instability. The Shia were quite nat-
urally perceived as being aligned with Iran, and the Kurds, who had
demanded an independent state of Kurdistan for decades, were very frag-
mented in their leadership and were a constant source of concern to Turkey.
For these geopolitical reasons, we were wary of supporting either group. 
We believed it was essential that Iraq remain intact, with or without a more
reasonable new leadership.”54

Limiting the Mission
When the United States finally did intervene with Operation Provide
Comfort, the administration went to great pains to emphasize that its
involvement was humanitarian. It was not assisting the Kurds in their seces-
sionist campaigns, nor was it attempting to strike at Baghdad by dismantling
Iraq. The U.S. government accepted the erosion of Iraqi sovereignty as a tem-
porary measure, an extension of the rights it possessed as victors working in
the classic American tradition to save the oppressed citizens of the enemy
state. As the initial phase of Operation Provide Comfort—airdrops—began,
President Bush declared, “at stake are not only the lives of hundreds of thou-
sands of innocent men, women, and children, but the peace and security of
the Gulf,” and then, “I want to emphasize that this effort is prompted only
by humanitarian concerns.”55

On expanding the relief effort on April 16 from simple airdrops to plac-
ing U.S. military personnel on the ground, creating a safe area, and moving
the Kurds down, Bush was adamant: “I want to stress that this new effort,
despite its scale and scope, is not intended as a permanent solution to the
plight of the Iraqi Kurds. To the contrary, it is an interim measure designed
to meet an immediate, penetrating humanitarian need. Our long-term
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objective remains the same—for Iraqi Kurds and, indeed, for all Iraqi
refugees, wherever they are, to return home and to live in peace, free 
from repression, free to live their lives.”56 In similar words, Bush wrote to
congressional leaders a month later: “This effort is not intended as a perma-
nent solution to the plight of the Iraqi Kurds. It is a humanitarian measure
designed to save lives, consistent with Resolution 688. It is also not an
attempt to intervene militarily into the internal affairs of Iraq or to impair its
territorial integrity. We intend to turn over the administration and security
for these temporary sites as soon as possible to the United Nations (a process
that has already begun), and to complete our total withdrawal from Iraq.
Our long-term objective remains the same: for Iraqi Kurds, and indeed for
all Iraqi refugees and displaced persons to return home and to live in peace,
free from repression.”57

The operation was thoroughly humanitarian, because political issues were
kept at arms-length and the stated impetus for U.S. engagement was human-
itarian, and even this involvement was reluctant. As late as April 4, almost a
week after the Iraqi military reprisal, the only U.S. official response was to
condemn the repression of the Kurds and encourage the efforts of the relief
agencies. Airdrops were authorized only two days later, but the administra-
tion was still reluctant to send U.S. troops, fearing an open-ended engage-
ment, the potential disruption of the regional balance-of-power via 
the empowerment of the Kurds, and the implications of violating Iraq’s 
sovereignty.58

Nonetheless, the magnitude of the crisis, and Turkish, British, and
Western media pressure provided the impetus for U.S. intervention.
President Bush explained, “We simply could not allow 500,000 to a million
people to die up there in the mountains.”59 More to the point, the president
was personally compelled to act. “I don’t think Bush had a choice, given his
own rhetoric urging the Iraqis to rise up against Saddam. He was hoisted on
his own rhetoric.”60 Finally, the global television audience was watching. The
residual Gulf War media presence in the region was significant, and the pic-
tures they transmitted, especially the live CNN images, stirred up public
opinion.

At the same time, the U.S. military was ready to act; General Galvin, US,
Commander in Chief of the European Command and NATO’s Supreme
Allied Commander Europe, had already anticipated the crisis and coalition
response. Days before President Bush’s April 4 announcement to commence
the operation, Galvin had initiated logistical preparations, and had managed
to convince General Colin Powell, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that
the United States risked involvement in an unmanageable disaster situation
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(where camps would collapse) if action came too late.61 Galvin commented
in his journal, “tell the national military chiefs to send their best people to
Operation Provide Comfort. This is one of the great paradigms of the future.
This is a watershed experience, the first grand-scale example of military
forces in crisis management—and the crisis is both humanitarian and mili-
tary. Humanitarian help in the middle of conflict.”62

The Bush administration and the leaders of the U.S. military units sent
with the coalition forces overwhelmingly characterized Operation Provide
Comfort as a “humanitarian” mission. As one U.S. official explained, “Our
relief program in northern Iraq is based on a humanitarian policy, not a
political one. It exists within the context of our overall Iraq policy, including
our support for the territorial integrity of Iraq. The relief program has
averted a humanitarian crisis.”63 The implication was that there was a clini-
cal separation between humanitarian and political actions and that this oper-
ation was not the latter, and therefore, strictly speaking, not even a peace
operation. According to one journalist’s assessment, “officials addressed
themselves to the narrow dimensions of the tragedy, intending to avoid any
role in solving the underlying ethnic or civil strife that contributed to the
humanitarian crisis in the first place.”64 This was simply a matter of cleaning
up the postwar mess in Iraq. While the president and his military advisors
had been eager to bring all the troops back to the United States after the Gulf
War, and certainly were reluctant to place new ones in the mountains and vil-
lages of Iraqi Kurdistan, human decency required action that only the U.S.
military could take.

Stability Over Self-Determination
Once the humanitarian crisis had been managed, it became even clearer that
the United States was more concerned with stability than with human rights,
or democratization in Iraq. The United States took a hands-off approach to the
elections and establishment of a Kurdish government, and refused to fund any
programs that had clear political ramifications. Reconstruction and long-term
development projects were rejected, because they might involve U.S. troops for
a longer duration, than if they simply maintained security. The result was “ . . .
the coalition strategy of investing only in relief efforts and not in infrastructure
and projects which will permit recipients to be self-sustaining for fear that such
actions would be seen as enabling the creation of a separate Kurdish state.”65

As one U.S. after-action report noted, “At a time when the major objective was
getting people [U.S. troops] home, actions that could have accelerated the
repatriation and reintegration process, such as economic incentives, assistance
with harvest, etc., were often restricted from Washington.”66
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The United States abstained from political involvement because it feared
the regional consequences of partitioning Iraq. Indeed, Washington
remained so skittish about the status of the safe zone that it did nothing to
prevent the Kurds from being punished under international sanctions aimed
at Saddam and the internal sanctions imposed by Baghdad on the region. In
1993, the administration still refused to consider reexamining the sanctions
policy vis-à-vis Iraq so that it would no longer harm the Kurds . . . . “UN eco-
nomic sanctions on Iraq apply to the entire country. An important tenet of
our policy on Iraq is to support the continued unity and territorial integrity
of the country. Our concern with creating a special exception to UN sanc-
tions for one part of Iraq is that it could contribute to the breakup of the
sanctions regime and possibly the country.”67 Ultimately, however, after UN
approval of limited Iraqi oil sales for humanitarian goods, the Kurds lever-
aged control over the northern border and associated trade-flows to their
substantial benefit.

The Demonstration effect

The written and oral record provide little evidence that the U.S. government
was concerned that granting partition to the Kurds, or opposing their efforts,
might encourage non-Kurdish secessionists and lead to undesired independ-
ence movements in the Middle East or elsewhere. Paul Wolfowitz maintains,
in that respect, “the demonstration effect is somewhat overstated.”68 The
U.S. government was, however, concerned about the potential reaction from
Kurds in the neighboring states. Washington recognized that if Kurdish
groups in Turkey, Iran, and Syria became emboldened, and provoked reac-
tions from their governments and those of neighboring states, this would
threaten domestic and regional stability. Neither the Bush nor the Clinton
administrations wanted to see additional grievances and tensions added to
the existing web of disputes in the Middle East. In particular, the United
States was concerned that its NATO ally, Turkey, should assume a construc-
tive, balancing role vis-à-vis Russia in Central Asia and the Balkans. In order
for Turkey to adopt a greater regional role, however, Ankara had to get its
political and economic house in order. Clearly, any additional tension
between Turkish Kurds and the central government (especially the army)
would be counterproductive.

The United States did not want to become involved in “a quagmire,”
another Vietnam. In the words of Secretary of State James Baker, “we are not
prepared to go down the slippery slope of being sucked into a civil war. We
cannot police what goes on inside Iraq, and we cannot be the arbiters of who
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shall govern Iraq. As the President has made repeatedly clear, “. . . our 
objective was the liberation of Kuwait. It never extended to the re-making of
Iraq. We repeatedly said that could only be done by the Iraqi people.”69 U.S.
troops were being placed on the ground again, but the U.S. administration
recognized that the context was entirely different from the one that had led
them to deploy troops in August 1990. It was the same state, the same
despotic ruler that was causing trouble, but this time his military aggression
was not aimed at his neighbors but at his subjects—vulnerable minority
groups in northern and southern Iraq. And so it was that Bush found it nec-
essary to assert, “I am not going to involve any American troops in a civil war
in Iraq.”70 Though the Gulf War was reputed to have exorcised the ghost of
Vietnam—a notion trumpeted by President Bush himself—the commander
in chief insisted “all along, I have said that the United States is not going to
intervene militarily in Iraq’s internal affairs and risk being drawn into a
Vietnam-style quagmire.”71 Intervening in a civil conflict, particularly an
ethnically motivated one, was not to be confused with the conventional war
so recently completed. Indeed, Bush and his principal advisors, particularly
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, believed that the
United States must avoid military intervention in civil wars, because they do
not affect vital U.S. national interests. This conviction, however, was never
expressed in relation to a possible demonstration effect.

Nothing in the official record indicates that the United States denied par-
tition to the Kurds based on a feared demonstration effect. Nonetheless, this
has not prevented some observers from concluding, in connection with the
Kurds, “ . . . just as China was afraid of the idea of a UN-protected enclave in
a sovereign state because of its own situation in Tibet, and the Soviet Union
was concerned about the Baltic states, so the U.S. may have had in mind the
situation in the Israeli-occupied territories.”72 The United States was careful
to limit its involvement to humanitarian matters, and to pull its troops out
as quickly as possible. This author maintains that the United States may have
feared that the Palestinians, who had long desired UN observers and troops
in the West Bank and Gaza to protect them, might have regarded the
Kurdish plan as a trial run for assistance aimed at their people.

The international response to the Kurdish attempt to gain autonomy and
possibly independence was not considered precedent-setting by the U.S. gov-
ernment at the time that they initiated Operation Provide Comfort. It was
hailed as such only later by academics and officials in subsequent adminis-
trations charged with issues of human rights, humanitarian missions, and
peace operations. When President Bush authorized the operation to create
the safe haven, he regarded this action as an extension of the Gulf War. 
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Its purpose was to manage a humanitarian crisis that had resulted from
Saddam’s defeat at the hands of the coalition. The unprecedented intrusive-
ness of the operation was the victor’s prerogative.

UN Security Council Resolution 688, which called for humanitarian
assistance for the Kurds, and the international response “was taking the side
of the Iraqi Kurds and the allies against Iraq.”73 The operation was not
impartial—indeed humanitarian needs superseded the violation of Iraq’s ter-
ritorial sovereignty and intervention in the state’s domestic affairs. Though
the UN resolutions and declarations all gave a nod to state sovereignty
embodied in Article 2 of the UN Charter, the number of refugees constituted
a threat substantial enough to impact peace and stability and therefore a
potential justification for intervention. The international community had
sanctioned the violation of another state’s territorial sanctity and the execu-
tion of a de facto partition. Nonetheless, the Kurds were denied partition,
and the U.S. decision not to support their secessionist movement was only
indirectly affected by fears of a demonstration effect. To the extent that
Turkey feared that granting partition to the Iraqi Kurds would encourage
Kurds in Turkey, it became a factor for the United States.

Ethnic Interest Group Lobbying

Neither Kurdish Americans, nor Turkish Americans had strong ethnic lobby
organizations operating in Washington, DC—to say nothing of Iraqi
Americans. Moreover, to the extent that the Kurdish groups in particular are
influential today, it is due to the events of 1991. Saddam’s suppression of
rebellion in the north and the refugee crisis it caused raised awareness and
sympathy for the Kurdish cause. One State Department official even main-
tained during the end of the Clinton administration, “today it would be very
difficult for the same cast of characters [in the George H.W. Bush adminis-
tration] to make the same decision [not to help the Kurds achieve auton-
omy]. Today the world has changed, the events of those days have made the
picture of the Kurds indelible and hard to ignore.”74

Kurdish Interest Groups
The main Iraqi Kurdish political parties—the PUK and KDP—maintained
offices in Washington during 1991–92. The party representatives served as
liaisons between the State Department and the Kurdish leadership in Iraq.
For Kurdish Americans, however one former State Department official 
notes, “there is no one ethnic lobby group . . . they [the Kurds] have their 
supporters in Congress, but usually no money, no votes . . . they are living off
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the situation created by Saddam Hussein and Turkey.”75 In 1991, there were
only approximately 10,000 Kurds in the United States.76 The most active
Kurdish American organization was the Kurdish National Congress of North
America (KNC), an umbrella organization formed in 1988. The organi-
zation claimed 500 members and served political, cultural, and charity 
purposes. The main objective—the political mission—was to help the Kurds
obtain their self-determination in the form of autonomy or even independ-
ence. The KNC was closely linked to the Washington Kurdish Institute,
which functioned as a clearing house for information on the Kurds and 
lobbied the United States European governments, and international organi-
zations for their human and political rights.

The human rights lobby groups represented Kurdish interests but only in
the broadest sense, and they tended to focus on the situation of the Kurds in
Turkey. The Greek American and Armenian American lobbies also gave some
support to the advocates for the Kurds, but their more anti-Turkish, rather
than pro-Kurdish, motivations limited their contributions and participation.
The head of the KNC states, “the Armenians and Greeks support us when
we have an issue, especially when it’s related to the Kurds of Turkey.”77 In
1991 they attended KNC meetings and expressed their support verbally, but
the impact of such support was minimal. Mike van Dusen, the Chief of Staff
for the House Committee on Foreign Relations during 1991–92, comments,
“Did the Greeks, who had an ax to grind with Turkey, or the Israelis, who
had an ax to grind with Saddam, get involved with the Kurds? I never saw it
overtly . . . I think that the Israelis came pretty quickly to the judgement that
their relationship with Turkey was too important to get messy with Turkish
politics . . . ”78 In any event, Van Dusen explains, if other ethnic groups had
a position or wanted to weigh in, the Kurdish issue would not have been the
top priority on their list of concerns, and “they rarely get to the fourth or
fifth item” when meeting with congressional leaders.79

The Anti-Partition Camp
On the other side—the side more likely to lobby the U.S. government not
to grant partition to the Kurds—were the Turkish American organizations.
Here again, there was no single powerful Turkish lobby group. The closest
thing was the Assembly of Turkish American Associations, which focused on
fostering U.S.–Turkish business ties, particularly in the defense industry.
Indeed, with only approximately 500,000 Turkish Americans, “the Turks
don’t have a huge lobby here, but what they’ve had is the Pentagon, 
White House and State Department doing their bidding because Turkey is
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such an important country . . . they don’t in effect need a lobby.”80 Iraqi
American organizations, such as the Iraqi American Committee and the Iraq
Foundation, also lobbied against Saddam Hussein, but they were interested
in preserving Iraq’s territorial integrity.

The Effect on U.S. Policy
In 1991 the KNC urged the U.S. administration to intervene in northern
Iraq “with any means, whether it’s military, economic or political.”81

Their leadership stressed, “the solution for the Kurdish problem is a political
solution and as long as these people are driven out of their homeland, the
problem will remain.”82 In early April Kurdish representatives argued for
military intervention to save the Kurds, declaring, “it’s the moral obligation
of President Bush to stop this massacre.”83 A Kurdish Human Rights Watch
representative declared, “I would like to ask the United States to take the
same position as France and England and now Germany and Austria in 
asking the United Nations to interfere. We’re asking for a protection zone for
the Kurds who are fleeing from Iraq . . . ”84

The KNC supported the establishment of the safe area, and urged 
the United States to secure political rights for the Iraqi Kurds. They were
pushing for a final political resolution of the Kurdish situation in Iraq.
Partition was, for them, the desirable scenario. The KNC attempted to
appeal to a fundamental U.S. concern, arguing, “No stability will ever be
established in the area if the Kurdish problem is not going to be addressed.”85

They urged senior State Department officials to meet with the Kurdish lead-
ership, but were met with stiff opposition. The KNC had limited access to
the State Department. During the Gulf War they met periodically with
Richard Schifter, Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights, and his sub-
ordinates. The head of the KNC speculates that the Bush administration
refused to meet with the KDP and PUK leaders because, “ . . . they didn’t
want to make the Kurds prominent.”86 The Kurdish Americans were 
finally able to set up such meetings after Operation Provide Comfort was
well under way.

In the aftermath of the defeat of the uprising, the KNC submitted a list
of demands to the State Department. They asked the United States to offer
“massive assistance to the Kurds” in the form of protection, an emissary to
Kurdistan who would signal U.S. support for the Kurds, humanitarian aid,
a request to the government of Turkey to open the border, the acceptance of
20,000 Kurdish refugees “as a symbol of goodwill,” and a meeting with the
Iraqi Kurdish leadership. The U.S. government ultimately met most of the
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demands; Secretary Baker visited a humanitarian aid camp, Operation
Provide Comfort was initiated, and approximately a month later U.S. offi-
cials met with the Iraqi Kurdish leadership. It is not clear that this was a
result of the KNC’s lobbying. Other sources of pressure and geostrategic 
calculations, such as allied and public opinion (media), were compelling the
administration to become involved.

Following the uprising, the Kurdish Americans provided the State
Department with information concerning the situation in Iraq and the KNC
(benefiting from media pressure) was able to finally push the door open in
May 1991 to face-to-face meetings between the Iraqi Kurdish leaders and
U.S. State Department officials. Regular meetings were held between State
Department officials and Kurdish representatives, including the Kurdish
American KNC, and Washington-based representatives of the PUK and
KDP. Unlike the PUK and KDP representatives who maintained that their
aspirations were limited to self-determination in the form of autonomy, the
KNC leadership spoke out in favor of partition—severing Iraqi Kurdistan
from Iraq to create a Kurdish state.87 The administration officials tired of the
less accommodating Kurdish American representatives and edged the KNC
out of their meetings. The PUK and KDP representatives were “more
restrained” in representing their objectives, “cowed by the view [of the
administration] that these are ‘separatists’ and the administration wanted to
push that line that we [the U.S.] are supporting the territorial integrity of
Iraq . . . gradually they wanted to see and hear less from people like us [the
KNC] than the KDP and PUK, the established people who always went
along with the main U.S. policy.”88 In the final analysis, the KNC never
obtained a hearing by any senior administration officials. The secretary of
state, president, and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were clearly
opposed to any expansive political intervention.

While the State Department was wary about meeting with Kurdish rep-
resentatives, congressional leaders were willing to meet with them, and
pushed the State Department to do so as well. According to the senior con-
gressional aide for the House Foreign Affairs Committee, “the anti-Saddam,
anti-Halabja, anti-chemical weapons use groups weighed in hard on the
Kurdish side.”89 Congressman Lee Hamilton, chairman of the House
Foreign Affairs Committee, met at the end of the Gulf War with an Iraqi
opposition delegation that included two Kurdish representatives and a Shiite
cleric. The State Department was initially unwilling to meet with them, but
Hamilton called and urged them to reverse their position. Eventually, an
assistant secretary met with the representatives. Yet, “in doing that he
[Congressman Hamilton] was not taking the banner of the Kurds or the

42 ● Fractured States and U.S. Foreign Policy

Evelyn-02.qxd  9/5/03  6:59 AM  Page 42



opposition or of anybody, but here were some Iraqis that were fed up with
Saddam and Lee [Hamilton] thought that the United States ought to be
meeting with them.”90

Congress, on the whole, was very receptive to the Kurdish Americans in
the wake of the humanitarian disaster. According to Dr. Najmaldin Karim,
head of the KNC, “ we contacted a bunch of Congressmen and Senators and
they sponsored resolutions to support the Kurds, provide humanitarian aid,
and they allocated a lot of money and all that.”91 He adds that the congres-
sional response was “very swift because there was no opposition.”92 Indeed,
the KNC had the high-profile support of Senate Majority Leader Robert
Mitchell and Minority Leader Robert Dole.93 The Kurds also garnered the
backing of Senators Nancy Kassebaum, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and
Edward Kennedy, joining Senator Claiborne Pell, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee and a Kurdish supporter since the late
1980s.94 On the House side, Representatives Dante Fascell, chairman of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee, and Lee Hamilton, his successor, rallied
to the Kurdish cause, along with Tom Lantos, another member of the com-
mittee, Mitch McConnell, John Porter, and Brian Bilbray. The support was
bipartisan, but particularly strong on the part of the Democrats, because,
Karim explains, “they wanted to stick it to Bush.” In the meantime, Bush
supporters, like Mitch McConnell, were urging the KNC leader to praise
Bush during his repeated press appearances, maintaining that it would help
the Kurdish cause. Thus, in some cases, the lobbyists were being lobbied back
by their target audiences.

The combined effect of both the pro-Kurdish (or anti-Turkish) and anti-
Kurdish ethnic lobby groups was insignificant. For the most part, they had
little direct access to the key decisionmakers, and even those who would hear
their argument within the administration or Congress were not aggressive
about promoting the agenda of one ethnic group or another. Administration
officials appreciated the information the Kurds would share with them, but
generally found that “they weren’t able to turn Congress loose on you, so it
was a pretty weak lobby actually.”95 Congresspeople were more apt to be
swayed by nonethnic interest groups that could affect the situation in 
their district more directly (business lobbies), or by personal platforms 
that they had consistently held regarding human rights. As a result, “US 
policy towards Kurds was a policy largely concentrated in executive 
branch . . . Congress was circling the issue, not deeply immersed, more 
commenting, facilitating.”96 The ethnic lobby groups did not effectively 
create a new constituency for support, or lack of support, for the partition 
of Iraq.
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Conclusion

The U.S. government decided not to support the Kurds’ attempt to carve
their own state out of northern Iraq because of the opposition of the Turkish
government, and due to fears of regional spillover. Aside from the compul-
sion to rapidly address—or redress—a humanitarian disaster, U.S. objectives
were simply an extension of those of the Gulf War. Iraq would remain intact
as a state, albeit with diluted sovereignty, and Saddam Hussein had to be
indirectly forced from power. Since overall stability and balance-of-power in
the Middle East was the primary U.S. regional objective, an opposition
within Iraq could be encouraged to stage a coup, but only political change
was desirable; territorial change was out of the question. Moreover, the
United States was eager to limit its involvement in Iraq, turn the humanitar-
ian operation over to the UN, and place the responsibility for enforcing 
the framework of the UN Security Council resolutions with the secretary
general.

The Bush administration was not interested in unilaterally assisting the
Kurds in their effort to break free of Saddam’s rule. Initially, the emphasis was
on returning U.S. troops to the United States, and avoiding further engage-
ment and missions that would spoil the good relations between the United
States and her Middle Eastern allies. After the uprisings had been suppressed,
managing the urgent humanitarian crisis was paramount, and an accompa-
nying political policy favoring the Kurds might have jeopardized the more
crucial relief effort. While the United States had its domestic reasons to avoid
offering support to the Kurds in the civil war against Baghdad, presumably a
prolonged military adventure, the written and oral evidence collected for this
study indicate that U.S. officials gave substantial consideration to Ankara’s
position. Turkey played a particularly powerful role not only as a U.S. ally,
but also as a dominant regional power. The positions of European allies, 
particularly the United Kingdom and France, were also considered, but were
less decisive.

The fear of spillover was a factor in the U.S. decision not to support par-
tition for the Iraqi Kurds, but predominantly in a secondary fashion. The
United States was concerned about the potential for a broader conflict in the
region that could potentially involve Turkey, Iran, and Syria. However, much
of that fear may have been based on the assumption that there would be a
power vacuum, and on Turkish analysis. The United States and Turkey
assumed that the United States would not maintain an extended presence in
the area to protect any new Kurdish state from its stronger neighbors. Given
that assumption, Ankara maintained that Turkey must intervene in northern
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Iraq to ensure that Iran and Syria did not obtain control over the weak state
and thereby threaten Turkish security.

Traditional realist concerns about balance-of-power and regional stability far
outweighed any desire to establish an international precedent by assisting sup-
pressed ethnic groups or to ease suffering in the long term through economic
development projects. Moreover, the foreign policy establishment was not 
significantly affected by the particularistic concerns of constituents who identi-
fied themselves ethnically with the Kurds or with the central governments, such
as Turkey or Iraq, which had a stake in the development of U.S. policy. The U.S.
government demonstrated adherence to classic principles of geopolitics.
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CHAPTER 3

Ethiopia

Background

E ritreans have been demanding the right to self-determination in the
form of statehood since 1941 when Italian colonial rule ended, and
have pursued this goal by means of armed conflict and diplomacy

since 1961. After 30 years of war with the Ethiopian government, Eritreans
finally negotiated and voted their way to independence in 1991–93. It was
not only through military victory that the Eritrean leadership succeeded, but
also because of its successful alliance with the other key Ethiopian opposition
movements to the dictatorship of President Mengistu Haile Mariam. 
In addition, international acceptance of their achievement was facilitated by
U.S. involvement in the negotiations. In the period 1991–93, U.S. policy
underwent a transformation from Cold War opposition to the Eritrean seces-
sionist movement, to offering crucial diplomatic and political support to the
Eritrean leadership. The result constituted the first successful postcolonial
secession in Africa.

Ethiopia, located in northeast Africa on the Horn of Africa, was established
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a Christian imperial state via
territorial consolidation of smaller feudal holdings.1 It was the only African
political entity that escaped European colonization, and was only briefly occu-
pied by Italy from 1936 to 1941. Meanwhile, the adjacent territory of Eritrea
was established as an Italian colony in 1889, and remained so until 1941.
From 1941, the British government administered both Ethiopia and Eritrea
until the UN established a federation between them in 1952.

By mid-1989 the Ethiopian population was almost 50 million, and
included 76 ethnic groups who spoke 286 languages.2 Ethnic identity in the
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state of Ethiopia (including the territory of Eritrea) was based primarily 
on a common language, but contained cultural and religious aspects as well.
The largest ethnolinguistic group was the Oromo, followed by the Amhara,
the Tigrinya speakers, the Somalis, Afars, Gurages, and Tigreans. The most
commonly spoken languages included Amharic, the official language, and
Orominya, Tigrinya, Tigre, Afar, and Somali. Forty percent of the Ethiopian
population was Christian, adhering mainly to the Ethiopian Orthodox faith
(some Oromo were Protestants), and 45 percent was Muslim; by the early
1990s the growth rate of the latter population was increasing, while that of
the Christians remained static.3

The Eritrean region in 1989 comprised 9 percent of the territory of
Ethiopia, with 8–10 percent of Ethiopia’s population—about three to four
million people.4 The largest ethnic groups in Eritrea, the Tigrinya and Tigreans
speakers, coexisted with seven small minorities. The Eritrean population was
estimated to be evenly split between Christians and Muslims, with the
Christian Tigrinya-speaking Eritreans generally living in the highlands and
the mostly Muslim Tigre residing in the lowlands and along the Red Sea
coastline. Of the Muslims, approximately one-third were Tigre speaking. The
main Eritrean languages were Arabic and Tigrinya.

The 1880s to the 1950s
Eritrean national identity is not an exclusive one, based on ethnicity, religion,
or other immutable characteristics, but instead is based on a shared territory
and history. Eritrean national consciousness evolved as a combined result of
the separate political and economic existence established by the Italians in
1889; the political integration achieved under British administration; and
the common experience of repression under the authoritarian regime of
Haile Selassie. The European powers laid the foundation by establishing and
maintaining an Eritrea independent of Ethiopian rule. Indeed, under British
rule Eritrea enjoyed a pluralistic society, and relative to Ethiopia, economic
success, particularly among the Christians. But, it was the hot iron of
despotism that forged the fiery, strong will to secede from Ethiopia. As one
expert states, “it was above all Selassie’s rule which was instrumental in tying
together the two distinct strands of Eritrean society, Christian and Muslim,
and kindling Eritrean nationalism to the point of a mass movement for seces-
sion.”5 During the 1940s and 1950s interest in independence was exhibited
only among the Muslims—led by the Beni Amer people—of Eritrea. 
A decade later Christian Tigrinya-speakers were joining the movement, and
two decades later the majority of the Eritrean population favored a future
outside the confines of the Ethiopian state.
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Ethiopian opposition to Eritrean self-determination has always been
predicated upon a different, longer historical perspective, which has been
accepted at various times by Europeans and by the United States. Ethiopian
leaders have asserted that Eritrea belonged to kingdoms that date back
3,000–4,000 years, which were precursors of the modern Ethiopian state.
Critics of the Ethiopian argument point out that these Abbyssian ancestors
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries raided the lowlands, but they did
not remain or govern. In addition, their kingdom did not include the entire
territory of modern Eritrea. In fact, scholars contend that Eritrea was always
on the periphery of various empires attempting to control the Red Sea coast
and hinterland, but it was never under continuous control of one political
authority. From the fifteenth century to the Italian occupation, different
areas of Eritrea enjoyed local autonomy at various times, while tribute was
granted to successive empires—Ottoman, Ethiopian, Funj, and Egyptian.

In late 1935 Mussolini’s army invaded and occupied Ethiopia. Six years
later British and Commonwealth forces ousted the Italians from the Horn.
The British swiftly reinstalled the Emperor, Haile Selassie—and over the
next 11 years, from 1941 to 1952, consolidated the modern Ethiopian state.
Selassie established relations with the United States, signing a lend-lease
agreement in 1942, and a technical cooperation agreement in 1951.
Meanwhile, the UN Security Council members had accepted the Ethiopian
argument that Eritrea belonged within the Ethiopian state. On November
20, 1950 the UN General Assembly voted overwhelmingly for (the U.S. for-
mulated) UN Resolution 390 (V), The Federal Act, establishing the basis for
the federation between Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Verbal consideration was given to Eritrean will, but no attempt was made
to act on such principles. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles declared,
“from the point of view of justice, the opinions of the Eritrean people must
receive consideration. Nevertheless, the strategic interest of the United States
in a Red Sea basin, and considerations of security and world peace, make it
necessary that the country has to be linked with our ally, Ethiopia.”6 The
U.S. government considered the establishment of an American military and
radio facility in Eritrea an important security interest, one that the Ethiopian
government was prepared to grant. Washington would not compromise
security imperatives for self-determination, a notion that, according to the
prevailing wisdom, only presented opportunities for Communist trouble-
makers allied with the Soviet Union. Indeed, the United States provided
Ethiopia with counterinsurgency assistance in fighting the Eritrean rebels, and
even sent a special counterinsurgency team in 1964.7 On the British side, the
military administrator in Asmara argued for the partition of Eritrea between
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Ethiopia and Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, arguing that the Tigreans in Eritrea
belonged to the Abyssinian political system, which was composed of Tigreans
and Amhara who share the Coptic faith and identical or related languages.8

The Ethiopian–Eritrean federation endured for a decade until Selassie
annexed Eritrea and abolished what had become its nominal political auton-
omy. Selassie immediately clamped down on the more democratic elements
of Eritrean society, banning political parties and newspapers. He decreed
Amharic the official language of Eritrea, despite the fact that the Amhara
constitute a small minority within the region, suspended the Eritrean con-
stitution, abolished the flag, and manipulated the Eritrean parliament via
blackmail and subversion of the electoral process. The Eritreans responded
by organizing the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), which initiated its guer-
rilla struggle in September 1961. On November 13, 1962, the Eritrean
assembly—by then essentially acting as a rubber stamp for Selassie—
announced the end of the federation. From that point on, the emperor began
to lose control of his polity, although not exclusively because of his treatment
of the Eritreans. In 1963 Ethiopia went to war with Somalia in the Ogaden.
Corruption, unemployment, and inflation rose, adding fuel to peasant and
other rebellions. The government responded to the internal violence by
imposing a state of emergency in 1970, and when famine struck Ethiopia
during 1972–74. Meanwhile, satellite technology had made the radio station
obsolete, the U.S. navy had shifted its focus to the Indian Ocean, and in
1966 Diego Garcia became the U.S. forward base in the region.

Mengistu’s Dictatorship
In January 1974 general strikes led to the resignation of the government, and
by September the Provisional Military Administrative Council, or Derg, had
engineered a coup. On December 20, 1974, Ethiopia was declared a social-
ist state. For the next three years, Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu Haile
Mariam consolidated his control over the government and instituted a cam-
paign of socialization and Sovietization. The domestic reaction manifested
itself in continued fighting between Mengistu’s ethnic Amharic regime and
five separate revolutionary or secessionist movements, including a coalition
of the Marxist-Leninist Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), the Tigrean Peoples’ Liberation Front (TPLF), the Muslim-led
Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), and the dominant Eritrean guerrilla group,
the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF).

In 1988 the rebel groups launched a massive military offensive against the
Ethiopian troops in Eritrea and Tigray, and in May 1989 the military
attempted a coup. By this time the Soviet Union had disengaged from the
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Horn, leaving Mengistu weak and isolated. The insurgent military activity
culminated in a joint offensive launched in February 1991 by the opposition
groups to oust Mengistu and the Derg from power.

By 1989 in the wake of the internationally publicized famine that struck
Ethiopia between 1983 and 1986, the United States had become involved in
efforts to negotiate an end to the civil war. Former President Carter worked
fruitlessly with the EPLF, the TPLF, and Mengistu in 1989–90 to develop a
solution to the separatist conflicts. In 1991, as the government increasingly
lost control of its territory, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for African
Affairs Herman Cohen made a final attempt to negotiate a peace agreement.
Just four days before the commencement of a peace conference in London,
Mengistu slipped out of Ethiopia and into exile in Zimbabwe. After a day of
negotiations between the government and the rebel groups, Mengistu’s suc-
cessor informed the United States that he could no longer control the capital,
and issued a unilateral cease-fire. On May 27, the EPRDF, under Meles
Zenawi entered Addis Ababa, and the EPLF, under Isaias Afewerki, entered
Eritrea. The 30-year civil war against the military dictatorship was over.

The rebel leaders, the Mengistu-appointed prime minister, and the U.S.
government established a provisional government of Ethiopia and agreed
that a referendum on Eritean independence would be held in 1993. The par-
ties also agreed that a conference would be convened in July 1991 to decide
on the composition of the interim government, which would rule until elec-
tions could be held within a year. Meanwhile, riots were raging in Addis
Ababa, with protesters angrily denouncing the U.S.-brokered agreement as
“Cohen’s coup.”9 The Amhara, who had constituted the elite group under
Mengistu (and throughout Ethiopian history), were infuriated at the U.S.
government for facilitating the EPRDF takeover. The new provisional 
government was dominated by Tigreans from the north, whom the Amhara
living in the capital regarded as inferior and threatening to their privileged
positions. They viewed the London negotiations with utter distrust, and 
considered the decision to allow Eritrea’s secession traitorous.

The Transition to Partition
On July 4, 1991, the conference of Ethiopian ethno-political factions agreed
on the structure of the Transitional Government of Ethiopia, and a set of prin-
ciples affirming the right to self-determination within a federal state. Any
group could theoretically call for a referendum. For the Eritreans, specifically,
the right to secession was guaranteed, and in exchange the EPLF agreed to
make the port of Assab available to Addis Ababa. The Ethiopians and Eritreans
reaffirmed that the referendum on the final status of Eritrea would be held in
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1993, and accepted in principle the desirability of a mutual defense pact and
joint committees to foster cooperation on security, and economic and social
issues, as well as the freedom of movement for people, goods, and services.

While the Eritreans agreed during the negotiations in May to postpone a
vote on their independence, immediately after the July 5 London Conference
the EPLF asserted that they would administer the province as a provisional
government until the referendum could be held on its final status. The EPLF
refused to participate in the Ethiopian provisional government, established
border posts, refused entry to diplomats and journalists, and began deporting
non-Eritreans. On April 23 and April 25, 1993, 99.8 percent of the one mil-
lion Eritreans who participated in the referendum voted for independence.10

In 1991 the United States suddenly decided to support the Eritrean seces-
sionists, thereby sanctioning the partition of Ethiopia. The U.S. decision to sup-
port the partition of Ethiopia was based upon a mix of humanitarian and
interest-based concerns, focusing on one key variable—the fear of continued
conflict. The Eritreans were able to obtain a sovereign state, because Washington
recognized that withholding support from the secessionists would lead to con-
tinued conflict. This in turn would thwart ongoing efforts to eliminate famine
and rescue Ethiopian Jews threatened by famine and displacement. U.S. con-
cern about allies’ and domestic ethnic group opinions, and fear of spillover, con-
tinued conflict, or demonstration effects were either insignificant or just enough
to modify implementation of the policy, but not the decisions that were made.

The Position of Allies or Dominant Regional States

According to Ambassador Cohen—the broker of the agreement that paved the
way to Eritrean secession—there were no U.S. allies attempting to influence the
decision to support or not support Eritrea’s push for partition.11 Nonetheless,
Israel and The Organization of African Unity (OAU) were interested parties,
and U.S. policymaking took these players into consideration. There was an
attempt to develop a U.S. strategy that would not provoke disagreement with
the OAU, and would garner Israeli and the European support to the extent that
it was necessary. At minimum, U.S. officials were constrained by the need to
inform the dominant regional organization and their Middle Eastern ally.

During the 1980s Europe’s role in the Horn was circumscribed and their
1991 decisions to support Eritrean secession were noncontroversial. The
Europeans simply did not have much at stake. In 1984, the European
Parliament had already adopted a resolution urging Ethiopia to find a solu-
tion to the conflict with the Eritreans that would be compatible with the
1950 UN resolution establishing the federation, and with OAU principles.
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By 1989–91, the European and U.S. policies were identical, supporting
federation or confederation until mid-1991 when, in the aftermath of the mil-
itary campaign and ouster of Mengistu, the United States and the Europeans
acceded to partition. According to an American official, the Europeans “would
not have thrown themselves on the tracks over this issue.”12

The United States took over the negotiations in the Horn in the late
1980s largely at the request of Soviet President Gorbachev. Washington did
not require much persuading since congressional and White House interest
was already high because of humanitarian issues. In short, “domestic con-
cerns about Ethiopian Jewry and hunger in the Horn of Africa comple-
mented Bush’s overarching policy of collaborating with the Soviets to solve
regional problems.”13 Once the U.S. administration was committed to nego-
tiating an end to the civil war, the minor interlocutors who had not been
achieving much success dropped out of the picture.

Italy had been involved in the earlier fruitless negotiations between
Mengistu and the TPLF, but was no longer a player at the time of the
London Conference. Even the Soviets were excluded from the negotiations
and the final decision by the United States to support the partition of
Ethiopia. As for the Africans, they rarely raised the topic of Ethiopia’s parti-
tion in discussions with their American counterparts. Indeed, “in ‘facilitat-
ing’ the London talks the US acted virtually alone—that is, without any
noticeable participation by other powers or even by its allies.”14

The Organization for African Unity
A key OAU principle—established by a resolution at its inaugural conference
in 1964—is the notion that postcolonial borders are inviolable and unalter-
able. The fear that partitioning Ethiopia would lead to increased fragmenta-
tion of existing states was made acute by the political–military competition
with the Soviets. The United States maintained that the ideal resolution 
of the conflict would be a return to the federal arrangement of 1952.
Washington made repeated statements regarding the desirability of retaining
a unified Ethiopia. Thus, until 1991 the OAU was opposed to the creation
of an Eritrean state, and until the London conference, the United States
rejected the idea of partitioning Ethiopia. The U.S. government was careful
from 1989 on to formulate a position that would not appear to contradict
this principle. According to Ambassador Cohen, “up until the London con-
ference we supported the territorial unity of Ethiopia and the reason is that
we were supporting the OAU.”15 The United States assumed the role of
mediator a year prior to the London meeting in 1991, with the assumption
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that the ideal solution to the Eritrean–Ethiopian conflict would be the
reestablishment of the 1952 confederal arrangement that had been forcibly
abolished by Mengistu. As the rebels made progressive advances, the admin-
istration amended its assessment somewhat; an August 14 meeting of senior
Africa policy officials determined that while U.S. policy supported a unified
Ethiopia with significant autonomy for Eritrea, “as we view the prospect of
de facto independence for Eritrea, as the result of military victory by the
EPLF, we should keep our policy options open and avoid staking out legal
positions unnecessarily. The possibility of U.S. recognition of an independ-
ent Eritrea should be used to leverage both the EPLF and the successor
Ethiopian regime.”16

By summer 1991 it was clear that the Eritreans would accept nothing but
a referendum on independence. The State Department lawyers determined
that “the Eritrean situation was not a strictly colonial one as described by the
OAU.”17 OAU doctrine applied to those territories that had passed from
colonial states to postcolonial ones, but in Eritrea’s case, according to the
State Department, there was no proper transition to the postcolonial state.
When the British simultaneously liberated Ethiopia and Eritrea, the former
reacquired its independent status (it had never been a colony, nor had it ruled
over Eritrea), but the latter became a UN protectorate until the UN confed-
erated Ethiopia and Eritrea (so Eritrea, a former colony, had never acquired
independence). This was not a new argument. In retrospect, the 1952 UN
arrangement appeared flawed, because a referendum had not been held. 
The U.S. government found that the OAU doctrine “was not legally 
applicable . . . Self-determination for Eritreans would not be illegal under
OAU doctrine because, they never had it.”18 Nonetheless, for over 
six months after this determination was made, the United States continued
to press for keeping Ethiopia intact, simply because “the preservation of
existing boundaries was so important to the OAU.”19

The U.S. government attempted to reassure the African states and avoid
the perception of a radical shift in policy by consistently emphasizing
Washington’s hope that the Eritreans would choose to remain in Ethiopia.
Ambassador Robert Houdek, the U.S. Charge d’Affaires in Addis Ababa at
the time, comments, “for the longest time we supported the OAU principle
of inherited colonial borders . . . [but by this time] (1) Eritrea had won and 
(2) the new government agreed to the secession. So if the two parties agree,
who are we to oppose it?”20 Ambassador Cohen maintains, “the OAU saved
us by endorsing the agreement,” but, like the United States, it had little
choice since the Ethiopian government itself had approved it.
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Israel
Israel and the United States cooperated to a certain extent on policy regard-
ing Ethiopia, but in 1991 the intersection of their immediate interests was
less geostrategic, and more humanitarian. Washington and Israel were
concerned with evacuating the more than 14,000 Ethiopian Jews, who had
left their homes in the Gonder province during the 1984 famine and had
been gradually emigrating to Israel via Sudan.

Historically, Israel’s concern for the Horn had been strategic—ensuring
freedom of navigation through the Red Sea. During the Cold War, Israel
regarded Eritrean separatism—originally spearheaded by the Muslim-led
ELF—as a potential threat to its strategic interests in the Horn. Tel Aviv
provided assistance to Addis Ababa in its military campaign against the
Eritreans in order to prevent the Red Sea from becoming an Islamic lake. 
The Eritrean insurgency was perceived as part of a broader Islamic move-
ment that threatened Israeli, and therefore, U.S. security. By early 1991, the
United States and Israel agreed that a united Ethiopian confederation would
be the desirable outcome of any negotiations. There was no need for either
side to convince the other. The extent to which Israel tried to influence 
U.S. policy “shouldn’t be exaggerated. AIPAC and the Israeli embassy 
whispered words here and there that good relations with Ethiopia was a 
priority for them . . . the Israeli view and U.S. view at that particular
moment . . . were both flawed and reinforced each other.”21 As the situation
on the ground evolved, the Israeli and U.S. governments had to adjust to the
same degree.

The Fear of Spillover or Continued Conflict

The primary motive for U.S. diplomatic intervention, according to 
most observers and the chief implementors of the policy, was the desire 
to bring an end to conflict on the Horn, to stop the war between the
Ethiopians and Eritreans, and among the Ethiopians themselves. This con-
cern was partly humanitarian, in that the United States was eager to see the
man-made cause of the horrendous Ethiopian famines eliminated, but
Washington was also eager to prevent Ethiopia from becoming an anarchic
failed state. There was some contradictory concern that supporting Eritrean
independence could be disruptive, but supporting self-determination for
Eritreans—finessing the issue by recognizing reality in a way that was accept-
able to all—was deemed a constructive means to bring all negotiating parties
to the table.
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Famine and Instability
By 1991 the U.S. government was willing to become involved in the
Ethiopian civil war under the circumstances that included Soviet acquies-
cence, active participation of the parties, and the likelihood that diplomacy
alone would bring peace. The United States was willing to act in the specific
case of Ethiopia, which had obtained wide media coverage in the mid-1980s
during the politically and militarily induced famines. President Bush’s desire
for a New World Order, where the United States would bring peace unilater-
ally, with the Soviet Union, or multilaterally through the UN, was coupled
with “the desire to promote the human side of American policy, and this was
where conditions in Ethiopia were germane to the Bush vision . . . the United
States began to alter the geopolitics of the Horn and to emphasize human
rights, political reforms and economic development as new responsibilities.”22

As one analyst explains, “The continuing humanitarian tragedy in Ethiopia,
as famine and conflict in one part of the county were followed by devastation
in another, increased the sense among both Ethiopians and foreign observers
that ‘someone’ must do ‘something’ . . . U.S. officials, however, were convinced
that unless the various conflicts in Ethiopia could be resolved, food aid would
not bring relief to the suffering people.”23 As the State Department’s spokesman
put it, “The United States is committed to the welfare and economic develop-
ment of the Ethiopian people and considers a peaceful transition to democratic
government essential to development and human well-being.”24 There was also
a connection to the plight of the Jews; the end of civil war would speed up the
emigration of the remaining 20,000 Ethiopian Jews.

Washington wanted to minimize instability, so that Africans could be fed
and further conflict could be prevented. Indeed, instability was regarded 
as more inimical to U.S. interests than famine, and therefore worthy of 
prevention in its own right. Washington was alarmed by the breakdown in
law and order following the overthrow of the governments in Liberia and
Somalia (in 1990 and January 1991, respectively). According to one analyst,
“ . . . the recent disasters following regime collapse in Liberia and Somalia
revealed the consequences of U.S. reluctance to become involved in regional
political crises. Rather than stand by and watch Ethiopia disintegrate into
violence, Washington hoped that by using diplomacy and dangling a few 
carrots of future cooperation, it could bring about a peaceful transition.”25

In 1991 as the U.S. government encouraged the EPLF to enter Addis Ababa,
the United States was deliberately acting to prevent increased conflict.
Inaction would have allowed Ethiopia to become another African failed state,
where toppling one dictatorial regime led to a power vacuum, lawlessness,
and desperation.
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It was clear that the decision to allow the EPRDF to take control of
Ethiopia was motivated entirely by a desire to end the fighting. “Mr. Cohen’s
encouragement of the EPRDF’s entry into Addis Ababa was not intended to
transfer power to it but simply to ensure that somebody was in charge while
the country settled down and got ready to vote for a democratic govern-
ment.”26 Cohen himself said that the immediate goal was to prevent the
capital from descending into chaos. He explained, “our goal was to replace
war with peace and find a path forward to a more broadly based and 
democratic political system. We sought a transitional mechanism that could
produce an interim government made up of all Ethiopian parties.”27

Stability and Partition
The desire for peace and stability determined U.S. policy regarding 
the Eritreans. According to one analyst, “the Bush Administration quickly
recognized that the primary U.S. interest in Eritrea was geopolitical. The
dominant perception in Washington was that Eritrean stability was indis-
pensable to the stability of Ethiopia itself.”28 In the aftermath of the London
Conference, Ambassador Cohen summarized the U.S. perspective on the
EPLF stating, “they’ve said the first priority is stability for Ethiopia—we
don’t want to do anything to unhinge the cease-fire and the peace that can
be established there, so we’re going to put off the Eritrea question for a cou-
ple of years.”29 As long as the Eritreans professed a commitment to peace and
stability—the number one U.S. objective—the United States was willing to
give them the opportunity to secede. Indeed, some U.S. officials indicated
that almost any arrangement would be acceptable, so long as the fighting
ceased. The former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for African Affairs,
describes the U.S. attitude as, “whatever they work out, God bless them . . .
They drew up their own blueprint. We were more concerned about the sta-
bility of Ethiopia. Whereas in Eritrea you had not exactly a monolithic party,
in Ethiopia you still had a festering problem of a small disliked group
opposed by two larger ones, one of which thinks it has the right to rule and
the other the right to autonomy.”30

Cohen told the U.S. Congress that the Eritreans were “ . . . doing their best
to avoid conflict, and hope to deal with this issue with a democratically
elected Ethiopian government, which would come within a two-year period.
So the best we can hope for now is that the Eritreans will run their own coun-
try for a while on a provisional basis and the political problem of Eritrean self-
determination will be postponed to a later date.”31 The United States urged
the Eritreans to maintain economic links with Ethiopia—which depended on
Eritrean ports for most of its shipping and trade—and to allow Ethiopia to
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represent it overseas. Meanwhile, Washington was pressuring the EPRDF to
establish a broadly representative, democratic transitional government.

The U.S. government recognized that the fighting would not simply end
with the removal of Mengistu. In fact, without some sort of internationally
accepted Ethiopian–Eritrean agreement there would be no real peace. By the
London Conference the EPLF controlled all of Eritrea; to reverse this would
have required military action. The Mengistu government had failed, and the
EPRDF was willing to forfeit that well-neigh impossible option. As one
author explains, “the Eritreans insisted upon the full application of the prin-
ciple of self-determination to the territory, under strict international super-
vision. The military prowess of the EPLF had bolstered the territory’s
diplomatic status, and it was no longer likely that Eritrea would accede to
Soviet-American demands.”32

Ultimately, the U.S. decision to support partition was a pragmatic one. 
As Ambassador Cohen explains, “The Ethiopian government was making
concessions; towards the end everything was on the table. At the London
conference we saw the rebels winning . . . we changed our strategy to end the
conflict, to get a soft landing, which meant no fighting in Addis. We agreed
to self-determination for Eritrea. We publicly said that just to give us consis-
tency and influence with the Eritreans.”33 The U.S. government made it
clear that it would withhold recognition of the new Ethiopian government
and of Eritrea if they concluded an immediate partition. All parties to the
talks agreed on the referendum, and the Eritreans agreed to wait three years
to hold it. On the international level, “the absence of opposition to a refer-
endum on independence on the part of the new government of Ethiopia was
a key factor in the international community’s acceptance of the principle of
Eritrean independence.”34

Thus, the decision to allow partition was made to advance the prospects
for stability and security on the Horn. The means by which it was imple-
mented demonstrates most clearly the U.S. concern about stability.
Recognition of Eritrea’s independence was only possible to the extent that it
would contribute to stability in Ethiopia and would be achieved in a con-
structive—as opposed to destabilizing—fashion. The true diplomatic victory
for the Americans, Ethiopians, and Eritreans was the fact that these objec-
tives were achieved. And the prudence of the Eritreans—which led them to
postpone achieving their national goal for two years—contributed the final
determinant of success.

Ambassador Cohen explained to the U.S. Congress, “ . . . most important,
in this fragile transitional stage in Ethiopia, the judicial issue of Eritrea’s
future did not really arise among the parties in London. A provisional
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administration is installed in Asmara . . . But there is a general, if tacit, agree-
ment that the long-sought referendum and the final determination of
Eritrea’s status can await a more stable situation emerging in Addis . . . ”35

Indeed, the referendum was a key part of Eritrean strategy. It was a way of
getting back at the UN—which had remained mute as Selassie abrogated the
agreement on the federation—ensuring international acceptance, and given
the expected result, recognition. Moreover given the unpopularity of the
decision in Ethiopia, especially among the more numerous and vocal
Amhara, it was a safe means of securing their victory. “Retaining the refer-
endum proposal was viewed as crucial to international legitimacy. In 
the event of a recrudescence of Greater Ethiopianism in the future, the 
legitimacy shoe would be on Eritrea’s foot.”36

The U.S. government, therefore, determined that institutionalizing the
situation on the ground would be the most effective means to halt the war-
fare on the Horn. The real U.S. contribution was getting the EPLF to agree
to refrain from declaring independence immediately, and to delay the 
referendum by two years. Ambassador Cohen was able to ignore other con-
siderations that might have influenced him to oppose Eritrean aims, and to
make the decision to support the partition of Eritrea, because independence
for Eritrea—he ascertained—would lead to peace. The Americans trusted the
Eritrean and Ethiopian leadership and believed that the close working rela-
tionship between Presidents Meles of Ethiopia and Isaias of Eritrea, the fact
that they were both Tigrean, and assurances that Eritrea and Ethiopia would
continue to cooperate closely on the economic front, would prevent any con-
flict from erupting. There was no fear that conflict would be taken to the
international level, in the likely event that Eritreans voted for independence,
because U.S. officials did not anticipate the conflict, which did, in fact, occur
in 1993 when a serious border dispute erupted.

In 1991, U.S. policy in Africa was chiefly motivated by a desire to elimi-
nate famine and instability. Cooperating with the Soviets to quell regional
conflicts was a broader U.S. objective that became a means to achieving sta-
bility on the Horn. The decision to support the partition of Ethiopia was an
extension of this policy—partly based on humanitarian concerns but prima-
rily by a desire to put an end to conflict on the Horn. There is no docu-
mentary and oral evidence that U.S. policymakers feared that supporting
partition would lead to increased or more widespread conflict. If anything,
there was an implicit recognition that not accepting the fait accompli would
lead to more fighting. If the United States had decided not to support parti-
tion, this might have encouraged outsiders to intervene and assist non-
EPRDF forces to fight the EPLF, while also reigniting the civil war in
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Ethiopia proper. Alternatively, an intervener or interveners might have con-
vinced the EPRDF to turn on their allies and fight to regain Eritrea. In the
best-case scenario, a U.S. decision not to support partition would have left
Eritrea in limbo, without much hope for international recognition, but also
in danger of being invaded at some future point by those who would exploit
its murky international legal status. Though there were no direct expressions
of fear that conflict would continue if the United States did not support the
Eritrean cause, comments made by administration members and key nego-
tiators clearly indicate that the U.S. defense of the territorial sanctity of
Ethiopia was only abandoned when it became an obstacle to continued nego-
tiations and peace. In short, the United States decided to support Ethiopia’s
partition because it became necessary in order to achieve peace and stability.
Clearly, concern about conflict continuing and spreading—was the para-
mount U.S. policy consideration.

The Demonstration Effect

On the Horn of Africa, “For more than a quarter-century, the U.S. govern-
ment had ignored or dismissed the struggle of Eritrean rebels for an 
independent state . . . Washington, along with Western Europe, accepted the
conventional diplomatic wisdom that while Africa’s borders may be absurd,
changing any one of them could open up a Pandora’s box of ethnic con-
flict.”37 During the Cold War and “throughout the conflict, the EPLF’s
dream of sovereignty was stymied by international fears that Eritrea’s seces-
sion would lead to ‘balkanization.’ Major powers, including Britain, sup-
ported Ethiopian regimes against Eritrea.”38 At the time, Cohen’s decision to
support the partition of Ethiopia and his subsequent public statements
caused considerable consternation among his superiors in Washington.
Secretary of State James Baker was concerned about the possible demonstra-
tion effect with regard to Yugoslavia. His concern lay, however, not with the
signal that U.S. policy in Ethiopia would send to the Yugoslav secessionists
or irredentists or to the Yugoslav government; he was worried that allies and
the media would treat the decision to recognize Eritrea as an independent
state as a precedent and pressure the United States to approach the Croat and
Slovene secessions in a “consistent” fashion. Baker called Cohen the morn-
ing after the London Conference agreements had been announced and
expressed anxiety over statements that Cohen had made in favor of Eritrean
self-determination. Cohen recalls that Baker told him, “ ‘this could cause me
a lot of problems, because we are under heavy pressure by the German gov-
ernment now to recognize Slovenia and Croatia. We don’t want to do that.
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We want to maintain the unity of Yugoslavia and when you say we want 
to support self-determination you know now the Washington press will
sandbag us with that . . . it points out inconsistency.’ ”39

The U.S. Congress also expressed some concern—after the fact—about 
a possible demonstration effect and a more significant shift in U.S. policy
vis-à-vis secessionist movements. Cohen responded: . . . “I do not expect 
a generalized movement in Africa at cession in every tribal or ethnic group
trying to establish their own country. I think there are some special cases 
however. The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front conquered the country away
from Mengistu and they have reached a very pragmatic solution with the new
Transitional Government of Ethiopia . . . There is an intellectual understand-
ing of what these people strive [sic]. That does not mean we support cession.
I am just saying we understand there are special reasons in some cases . . . So
far we have agreed with self-determination for Eritrea and nothing more.”40

Ambassador Cohen did, however, recognize that the perception of a
precedent could be a problem, especially when dealing with territorial
boundaries. “The territorial integrity of states is not to be taken lightly in any
situation,” he remarks.41 In Africa this is a particularly sensitive issue,
because of the potential for competing claims by hundreds of ethnic groups
or tribes. Thus, despite the determination that Eritrea did not fit the OAU
colonial boundary paradigm, the United States waited until the last possible
moment to relinquish strict adherence to the existing territorial boundaries
of Eritrea.

Yet, once the decision had been made in London, the United States never
wavered from support for the partition of Eritrea. Ambassador Cohen
asserts, “there was no point at which the U.S. would rethink its strategy.”42

The United States could only finesse the question of partition by stating that
Washington would recognize the outcome of a referendum on independence
in the name of self-determination, providing its policy some semantic cover.

Other U.S. officials who were responsible for policy regarding the Horn
in 1991 dismiss the notion that fear of a demonstration effect impacted upon
U.S. decisionmaking in this case. James Woods, the Pentagon’s former
deputy assistant secretary of state for African Affairs, states matter-of-factly,
“These things [secessionist movements and resulting civil wars] are looked at
case by case pragmatically and we don’t care about principle. In Eritrea and
Ethiopia we wanted the parties to agree . . . We were interested in procedure,
so that the issue of principle didn’t apply.”43 Indeed, a journalist, writing at
the time, noted the attention to process, or means, over outcome, reporting
that U.S. diplomats, “emphasized that the U.S. favored ‘self-determination’
for the Eritreans only as the result of a negotiated, internal agreement.”44
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An Africa expert who was a congressional staffer at the time maintains that a
“judgement was made that this would not have large echo-effects,” because
there were “special factors involved.”45 When asked directly about a poten-
tial demonstration effect, or pressure to apply principles consistently, this
former staffer responds, “The demonstration effect is nonsense.”46 James
Woods comments that the demonstration effect had “no impact in this 
specific case.”47 Indeed, Woods scoffs, “The consistency is ad hoc, case-by-
case decisionmaking—principle is a convenient finding if it supports your 
policy.”48 Woods adds flesh to the bones of a political scientist’s observation
that because American decisionmakers approach problems as crises, “there
has been a continuity of sorts that one finds in the fabric of America’s policy-
making, but it is continuity that exists in terms of contingency planning for
crises.”49

Nonetheless, while it was not decisive, fear of a demonstration effect had
a tempering effect on U.S. policy. It caused U.S. officials to delay relin-
quishing their public adherence to the territorial integrity of Ethiopia, and
affected the means by which the partition was implemented. Until the U.S.
government was forced to alter its position by the military reality of EPLF
control of Eritrea, it consistently advocated confederation as the ideal polit-
ical solution. However, there was no earnest attempt to convince the
Eritreans to accept this arrangement. U.S. policymakers recognized that
Washington would not win this political battle at least six months before it
publicly relented. The delay can be explained by wishful thinking, consider-
ation for the OAU, and some fear of demonstration effect in Ethiopia proper.
There was less fear that allowing Eritrea to become an independent state
would encourage other secessionists or states to take certain proactive or pre-
emptive action, than concern that this was an OAU fear. U.S. policymakers
regarded Eritrea as a “special case” and expected that others would too. But
just in case groups in Ethiopia would be tempted to make a land-grab,
Washington persuaded the Eritreans to hold off until the EPRDF had 
consolidated its hold on the government and its instruments of power.

The U.S. government was sensitive to the demonstration effect, but not
concerned about it. It is possible, however, that if the media had made the
link between Eritrea and the former Yugoslavia, as Secretary Baker feared
they would, the United States might have backed away from support for
Eritrea. The demonstration effect is based entirely upon perception, and
had the media treated the situation as a precedent—along with the decision
that was ultimately made to cave in to German pressure and recognize the
Yugoslav successor states—Washington might have tempered its policy in
the Horn. None of this, however, came to pass. In the final analysis, the
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United States supported the partition of Ethiopia, and there is nothing in
the documentary or oral record to support the proposition that this decision
resulted either because of fear of a demonstration effect, or despite it. Fear
of the demonstration effect only affected the way the United States man-
aged the announcement and implementation of their policy regarding
partition.

Ethnic Interest Group Lobbying

Eritrean- and Ethiopian Americans became involved in discussions regarding
the secession of Eritrea. However, their influence was not exerted in groups,
but rather on an individual basis. For Ethiopians and Eritreans alike, “there
was no unifying group, no umbrella lobby.” They made their mark as they
do today, “less in terms of lobbying, but as individuals.”50

The Ethiopians and Eritreans focused their efforts mainly on Congress, in
a more diffuse, indirect way on the administration, and made little to no
effort to rally public opinion. Congressional interest in Ethiopia was chiefly
limited to two issues from the late 1980s to 1990–91—hunger and the
Ethiopian Jews, or Falasha. As a senior congressional staffer during that time
explains, “to the extent that members were interested in Ethiopia, it was
because of the Cold War, famine or because of the Jewish immigrant ques-
tion.”51 He adds, “the primary focus of any congressional interest was
humanitarian.”52 The most obvious manifestation of this was the establish-
ment of the Joint Committee on Hunger, chaired by Representative Tony
Hall, which held hearings that addressed the situation on the Horn, partially,
if not exclusively. Some of this legislative interest was translated into policy
focus. Ambassador Cohen recalls, “hunger in the Horn was another biparti-
san burning issue.”53 So much so that “impressed by the level of congres-
sional interest,” Deputy Secretary of State Eagleburger instructed Cohen to
give the issue high priority and demonstrate this by visiting the Horn on his
first trip as assistant secretary for African Affairs.54 Meanwhile, contrary to
what one might have expected, the 26-member Congressional Black Caucus
did not become significantly involved in the Ethiopian–U.S. policy debate.

Ethiopian American Interest Groups
Though it was individuals who made the case for the various Ethiopian per-
spectives, some Ethiopian Americans were nonetheless, organized into inter-
est groups, which were lobbying in Washington in the aftermath of the fall
of Mengistu. Ethiopian immigrants had come over in waves—first, after
Selassie came to power, second after the Derg took control, and finally in the
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1980s and 1990s. The bulk of the Ethiopian Americans were Amhara, 
especially those who comprised the third wave of immigrants. Oromos were
the next numerous group, followed by the Tigreans, who were relatively few
in number.55 In total, about 100,000 Ethiopians (including Eritreans) were
living in the United States in 1991.56

The organizations representing the Ethiopians included The Private
Office of His Royal Highness Ermias Sahle-Selassie, the exiled Amhara
descendent of Emperor Haile Selassie, as well as the Oromo American
National Foundation (a civic social organization). The Oromo Liberation
Front also had an office in Washington, DC, which provided unofficial rep-
resentation for the main Oromo insurgent group, and an Amhara opposition
group, Coalition of Ethiopian Democratic Forces (COEDF), was based in
Washington at the time. Moreover, in 1991, Mengistu also attempted to
lobby the Bush administration and Congress to his cause, primarily through
the public relations firm, Pagonis, but also to some extent via the Israeli
embassy and AIPEC. One influential Ethiopian American, Jonas Deressa, a
representative of the Ethiopian Democratic Union, who focused on cultivat-
ing Republican support, managed to gain the ear of Representative Toby
Roth, and testified at a hearing in the early 1990s.57 Probably influenced by
this contact, Roth warned the administration on October 11, 1989, not to
negotiate with Mengistu or his Communist rivals. Yet, Ambassador Cohen
insists that the administration “had bipartisan support because our objectives
were noble: peace in Ethiopia and the emigration of Ethiopia’s Jews.”58

The Ethiopian Americans were eager to see their homeland transformed
into a democratic state, and were opposed to any partition of its territory.
However, while they were universally opposed to Mengistu, they were
divided with respect to who should rule once the dictator was gone. Since
most of the exiles were Amhara, and indeed, they were the most vocal of all
the ethnic groups, the U.S. government was under some pressure to assuage
concerns about the EPRDF majority-Tigrean government. Immediately after
the EPRDF took control of Addis Ababa, Ethiopian Americans began lob-
bying their congresspeople through letters demanding that the United States
“pressure the provisional rulers of Ethiopia to hold the planned all-parties
conference somewhere outside of Ethiopia under a neutral chairman, prefer-
ably a senior U.S. official.”59 These efforts had some effect. For approxi-
mately six months there was considerable congressional intervention aimed
at reversing U.S. policy regarding the EPRDF. Senators David Boren and
Richard Lugar wrote letters to Ambassador Cohen echoing the demand for
a neutral conference, questioning U.S. acceptance of the fait accompli.
Senator Boren invited Ambassador Cohen to his office so that he could 
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reiterate his constituents’ concerns about the EPRDF. Representatives 
Toby Roth and William Gray III appealed directly to Secretary of State
Baker, sending him letters on June 4, expressing concern that the United
States had “decided to favor one side.”60

Congressional pressure did not bring about a change in U.S. policy. The
administration remained committed to the planned conference under
EPRDF auspices. Nonetheless, in an effort to assuage legislative concerns,
Ambassador Cohen publicly insisted that the transitional government would
receive no U.S. aid, if a democratic system was not established. Some of this
rhetoric can be explained by the successful lobbying of Ethiopian opponents
of the EPRDF. “Stating this requirement was meant in part to assuage these
groups. The latter could feel that so long as there is democracy in Ethiopia
they could come to power through the ballot box.”61

Ambassador Houdek, the former charge in Addis Ababa, explains that
Ethiopian American ineffectiveness resulted, “because the greater Ethiopian
diaspora is ethnically divided, they can’t organize. Their resentment is ethni-
cally based.”62 Ethiopian Americans were only capable of agreeing to one
goal—removal of Mengistu from power. According to a congressional staffer
at the time, “the Ethiopians were very divided . . . fighting each other and
confusing the picture.”63 The Ethiopians were characterized as having “lots
of clout because they become citizens swiftly and lobby very well.”64

Nonetheless, the Ethiopian Americans were not able to achieve any of 
their objectives. The transition from the Mengistu regime to the provisional
and then transitional government was entirely engineered by the EPRDF,
and despite U.S. urging that the government include members of the oppo-
sition, most of the real opponents of the EPRDF were left out of the 
government. Many were also excluded from the negotiations of May and 
July 1991.

Likewise, on the question of Eritrea, Ethiopian American opinion was
brushed aside. Most Ethiopian Americans were opposed to Ethiopia’s parti-
tion; again these were preponderantly Amhara, as smaller less dominant
groups were less emotional on the subject and even indifferent. The objec-
tion to Eritrean independence was formulated in historic terms, that is,
Eritrea is an integral part of the ancient Ethiopian kingdom and should
therefore remain part of the modern state, or the objection was based on fear
of an internal demonstration effect. In 1991 leaders of the 3,000-strong
community of Ethiopian Americans in Atlanta held a demonstration against
U.S. policy. Their spokesman maintained, “If it [the U.S. government] lets
Eritrea secede, there is no way the government can deny it to any other
group, which is the dismemberment of Ethiopia.”65
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Jewish American and Israeli American Interest Groups
As for Mengistu, he clearly lost on the ground, but he also failed to win any
support from Congress. Though he bolstered the Israeli conviction that
Eritrean independence would be inimical to Israeli interests—that the
Eritrean rebels were pro-Arab Marxists—the leadership on Capitol Hill was
not won over by their Israeli or Jewish contacts. The same held true for the
administration. Though the Israeli embassy exerted enough influence to
secure a meeting for Mengistu in 1990 with Deputy Secretary of State
Lawrence Eagleburger, this “didn’t have any impact. Mengistu was such a
known loathed figure, the war was going in the wrong direction.”66 Indeed,
Congress and the administration ended up reversing the Israeli stance vis-à-
vis Eritrea. In the aftermath of the Eritrean capture of the Massawa, the
Ethiopians launched a disproportionately destructive assault on the city, uti-
lizing cluster bombs and needlessly killing Eritrean civilians. This was cap-
tured on videotape and broadcast on Nightline; there was a special video
viewing on the Hill and pressure was exerted on the Israelis to refrain from
providing Mengistu with military assistance.67 So, while, “AIPAC and the
Israeli embassy whispered words here and there that good relations with
Ethiopia was a priority . . . the Israeli and U.S. views were not too far off.”68

Once Mengistu had exiled himself to Zimbabwe, Israel and the Jewish 
lobbies began—just as the United States did—to reorient themselves to the
new realities, and to give the opposition groups, including the separatist
EPLF, a second look.

The only Ethiopians who saw their objectives met—largely because 
of excellent ties to Congress and the administration—were the Jewish
Ethiopian Americans. The North-American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry
and the American Association of Ethiopian Jewry (AAEJ) were able to pres-
sure the U.S. government to make the Falasha cause the number one short-
term priority in 1990–91. They had very good access to decisionmakers,
which was no doubt facilitated by the fact that there was a natural synergy
between this issue and general humanitarian concerns regarding Ethiopia
and the interests of the chief U.S. regional ally, Israel. As Ambassador Cohen
described it, “the issue of Ethiopian Jewry was quite hot in Congress . . . ,”and
“AAEJ Executive Secretary Will Recant, a regular visitor to the Africa Bureau,
kept the issue alive and brought us excellent information about events in
Ethiopia.”69 Once the Falashas were out, however, the Ethiopian Jews disen-
gaged. They did not involve themselves in the question of Eritrea’s political
or territorial future. This was also true for their allies in the broader Jewish
lobby. “The Jewish groups were so happy the Falashas were gone—they said
our work is done.”70
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Eritrean Americans
The Eritrean Americans, though much smaller in number, were not plagued
by such divisions. Those individuals who presented arguments to policy-
makers did not represent groups or perspectives opposed to the EPLF. “The
major Eritrean organizations opposing the EPLF had no connections with
Washington. At least there was no visible sign of such connections.”71

The audible Eritrean voice was unanimously pro-EPLF. Moreover, it was
pervasive and persuasive. Eritrea, one official exclaimed, . . . “is one African
country that covered the [Capitol] Hill better than anyone in town with the
exception of South Africa.”72 “The contrast of Eritreans to their Tigrean
counterparts was that they had a very, very well-developed network among
the diaspora.”73 There was “a consultative quality to the diaspora participa-
tion.”74 So that in exchange for the remittances the Eritrean Americans sent
back to their homeland, they enjoyed close cooperation with the EPLF lead-
ership and an exchange of information. However, the EPRDF ultimately
benefited from the EPLF’s activism vis-à-vis Capitol Hill. After 1988 the
EPLF established an office in Washington. In 1989, Isias Afewerki, who was
secretary-general of the EPLF visited Washington as part of a sweeping pub-
lic relations tour of the major Western capitals. One former staffer recalls,
“the EPLF representatives that were here in town that were very well-spoken,
very effective . . . they made their presence known on the Hill . . . to the extent
that people knew about the TPLF [EPRDF] it was through the EPLF.”75

The Eritrean Americans who lobbied members of Congress and their
staffers during 1989–91 to convince them that Eritrean independence was 
a cause they should endorse, were not organized into formal groups. They
represented the EPLF perspective officially or informally. Key staffers main-
tain that they “didn’t know of any grass roots Eritrean organizations,” and
that there were no major campaign donors among the Eritrean Americans.76

Despite the lack of formal organization, Eritrean Americans—working
together with the EPLF leadership—effectively created a favorable climate
for the partition of Ethiopia, primarily among a small set of legislators and
staffers on Capitol Hill.

The Eritreans gained some congressional supporters, including the 
chairman of the Subcommittee on African Affairs of the House Foreign
Affairs Committee, Representative Howard Wolpe, and his successor
Mervyn Dymally, as well as the ranking Republican on the Subcommittee,
Representative Dan Burton. Representative Frank Wolfe was also positively
inclined toward the Eritreans, as was a bipartisan group of congressional
staffers who periodically met to discuss policy vis-à-vis Eritrea. “On that
issue,” one of the erstwhile adherents of the staff group explains, “we found
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a meeting of the minds. It’s quite remarkable.”77 They maintained steady
contact with the Eritreans, meeting with Issais Afewerki, who was then the
secretary-general of the EPLF, when he visited Washington, hosting recep-
tions for the Eritreans and giving them a voice, often inserting their state-
ments into the Congressional Record. These legislative staffers and their
employers became convinced by the EPLF that the Eritreans deserved to
have their claims reconsidered by the UN. A negotiated settlement that might
result in independence for Eritrea was not out of the question. Meanwhile, the
administration was feeling the impact of grassroots Eritrean American activity.
While official policy in 1989 continued to defend the sanctity of the Ethiopian
borders, Ambassador Cohen recalls, “it discomfited me personally, however,
because wherever I traveled for speaking engagements, Eritrean Americans
were there to protest. They were relentless picketers.”78

The Impact on the U.S. Government
Ethiopian- and Eritrean Americans were an active presence on Capitol Hill,
but they were not able to translate their pressure into congressional pressure
on the administration. This is mainly because, for Congress on the whole,
Africa policy was of little interest. Efforts were limited to letter writing.
Senator Lugar wrote to National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft urging
the administration to arrange Mengistu’s removal from Ethiopia. The rea-
soning was, “if he’s gone, the amount of killing and destruction has a greater
probability of being reduced. At the same time, we get the Falasha [Ethiopian
Jews] out.”79 There is no evidence that such letters alone were decisive.

The administration remained fixed on the course it had chosen—
prepared to allow the Eritreans to select independence. The Ethiopian
Americans protesting U.S. policy regarding the EPRDF and Eritrea could not
effect change. The State Department merely had to wait six months for con-
gressional pressure to abate. Meanwhile, the Eritreans had managed to con-
vince a handful of key congresspeople to support their cause. There was general
acceptance of the notion of an Eritrean state among these legislators and their
staffs, and these were the individuals who might have held up funding or pub-
licized their dissatisfaction by holding hearings and publicly upbraiding
administration officials. Instead, the treatment Cohen received on the Hill was
very favorable. Most praised the administration for preventing the crisis in
Ethiopia from engulfing the capital and paralyzing the government, as similar
civil conflicts had done in neighboring Somalia and in Liberia.

U.S. policy was made without much regard for how the ethnic groups or
Congress might react, because the Ethiopian- and Eritrean Americans did not
have tremendous congressional influence in terms of dollars, cents, or votes.
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Meanwhile, Congress was more concerned with humanitarian issues than
with territorial questions. According to the legislative perspective, if Eritrean
independence would eliminate conflict, humanitarian aid would flow more
freely, indigenous agriculture and trade would develop, and the overall objec-
tives in Africa would be met. Moreover, among those who participated in the
legislative wrangles of that time, there was a strong sentiment that not only
was the role of lobby groups and Congress inconsequential, but so was U.S.
policy. The Eritreans were going to take their independence anyway. This is
probably accurate, but the means by which Ethiopia was partitioned saved
lives and maintained stability in the short run. The credit for that lies with
the parties to the conflict, as well as the United States and USSR.

Conclusion

Washington supported the creation of the Eritrean state, because it was not
regarded as destabilizing. Indeed, it was expected to bring the 30-year civil
war between the Eritreans and the Ethiopian army to an end. The Israelis
were not opposed, because they made the same assessment about conflict,
and if the U.S. administration had deemed partition likely to spur conflict,
even Israeli urging on behalf of Eritrea would not have been likely to cause a
change in U.S. policy. Stability was simply more important than maintaining
alliance cohesion or, in this case, healthy bilateral relations. Fear of a demon-
stration effect was not officially expressed, though there was some sensitivity.
Nonetheless, this was not sufficient to stop the United States from support-
ing partition. Finally, the ethnic lobby groups were divided, with one only
somewhat stronger than the other, but neither was influential enough to cause
a shift in congressional opinion from one side or another, and certainly not in
the administration’s policy. Again, the only factor here that finally forced the
United States to give up its long-standing adherence to territorial integrity 
was the desire to bring stability to the Horn, and the recognition that 
withholding support to Eritrea would only provoke more armed conflict.
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CHAPTER 4

Bosnia-Hercegovina

Background

T he history of Yugoslavia holds the roots of the struggle among
Bosnia’s ethnic groups to partition the territory of Bosnia-
Hercegovina, the conflict that raged in Bosnia from 1992 to 1995.

The war in Bosnia was triggered by power politics, by elites who manipulated
deeply rooted ethnic tensions to benefit their quests for political and eco-
nomic supremacy. The proximate causes were political, spurred on by eco-
nomic realities, but they combined with fundamental tensions, of a historical
and eventually primordial nature, to explode into the bloody, merciless may-
hem of ethnic conflict.

Yet, it was never inevitable that Bosnia would be torn apart and placed
under a de facto partition. Fighting among ethnic groups is a recurring event
in Bosnia, but it has always been provoked from outside Bosnia, and never has
the violence sliced so clearly and deeply along the lines of ethnic affiliation as
it did in the 1990s.1 Save periodic peasant uprisings, the Bosnians were at
peace with one another from 1878 to World War I, and after World War II
two generations of Yugoslavs were raised in Bosnia. Throughout Bosnian his-
tory, animosities existed among the different ethnic groups, but these were
largely linked to economic issues (such as the insurrections Christian peasants
staged against Muslim landowners). World War II left 1.7 million Yugoslavs
dead; about 1 million were casualties of interethnic fighting. However, even
then, Muslims fought alongside the Croat fascists and with the Serb Partisans,
while Serbs and Croats fought against the paramilitary organizations associ-
ated with their ethnic group. Only in the 1990s—with the exception of 
the defenders of Sarajevo—were all sides in Bosnia recruited almost exclu-
sively from their ethnic group. Ultimately, the ruthless, relentless nature of the
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conflict led the international community to impose a political compromise,
leaving neither the irredentist groups nor the central government satisfied.

Communist Yugoslavia
Yugoslavia emerged from World War II as the successor state to the kingdom
of Serbs and Croats.2 It was a country of Slavs, but also included Germans,
Hungarians, Albanians, Romanians, Turks, Greeks, and Ruthenians. The
Yugoslav constitution recognized the Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Macedonians,
and Montenegrins, and after a revision in 1974, the Muslims.

The Communist ruler of Yugoslavia, Josip Broz Tito, offered an ideology
of multicultural Yugoslavism as a rationale for unifying the various southern
Slav and other ethnic groups living within the Yugoslav borders, but Tito
failed to embark on a campaign to eradicate old ethnic affiliations. Power
struggles among the ethnic groups were moderated, but the Communists
embark or imposed a strong Yugoslav identity. Tito simply superimposed a
multinational veneer of Yugoslavism over the existing ethnic identities.
Nonetheless, with one-third of the urban population intermarried by 1991,
Tito and his Communist Party had managed to convince the elite that they
were multinational and to secularize Yugoslavia, including Bosnia.3

The problem was that while Tito was able to maintain the delicate polit-
ical balance among the main ethnic groups in Yugoslavia, his reform of the
federal system, which gave greater responsibilities and latitude to the
republics, set the stage for ethnic bickering. In 1974 Tito revised the consti-
tution, devolving power to the republics. He had already designated Kosovo
and Vojvodina as “autonomous regions” in recognition of their ethnic com-
position (Kosovo, the heart of ancient Serbia was 90 percent Albanian, and
Vojvodina’s population was about 60 percent non-Serb). Four years 
later he instituted the collective leadership system, whereby the presidency
rotated among republics and party posts and executive positions were dis-
tributed evenly among the Yugoslav nations. The new federal system only
encouraged competitive regionalism; combined with economic distress and
the total discrediting of communism, the situation was ripe for exploitation
by the amoral politicians who took Yugoslavia crashing to its destruction.

With Tito’s death in 1980, the balance-of-power among the republics,
which had merely papered-over differences instead of reducing them, began
to shift. Slobodan Milosevic, who was head of the Serbian Communist Party
at the time, began to consolidate his power, forcing his erstwhile mentor 
Ivan Stambolic from his post as Serbian president in 1987. Stambolic was
accused of being soft on the Kosovan Albanians. In Serbia, as early as 1968
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nationalists had begun voicing their concern that Kosovo, home to some of
the oldest Orthodox churches and the battlefield where the Serbs were
defeated by the Ottomans in 1389, was becoming an Albanian region, with
ethnic Albanians comprising about 90 percent of the population. Milosevic’s
political maneuvering ultimately meant placing the Serbian republic in a
position of supremacy relative to the other Yugoslav republics. This was to
have a wrenching effect on the tenuous balance among the republics, and
within Bosnia itself, tearing the latter apart. Moreover, once communism was
discredited there was no competing ideology, save nationalism, to take its
place. Democracy didn’t have a chance. The elites who favored democracy
did not have the power to implement their ideas, and quickly found 
themselves politically, and ultimately physically, squeezed out of Yugoslavia.

The Independence Movements
With the first democratic elections in 1990, the Yugoslav Federation began
to unravel in earnest. The elections brought victory to the nationalist
Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) in Croatia, and for a liberal–nationalist
coalition in Slovenia. The leaders of both republics, Franjo Tudjman and
Milan Kucan, respectively, initially attempted to modify the Yugoslav system
from a federal to a confederal one, where the republics would retain real
authority and the federal bodies would serve as joint agencies. Milosevic was
unwilling to entertain such plans. His aspiration was to bring Yugoslavia
under Serbian domination, and later, failing that, to forge a Greater Serbia
by annexing portions of Bosnia and Croatia to Serbia-Montenegro (“rump”
Yugoslavia). Milosevic professed a commitment to holding Yugoslavia
together as a federation, even as he exploited and ultimately destroyed the
constitution, which served as its legal foundation.

In summer 1990, Serbs in Croatia began organizing their resistance to the
local authorities. The Serb population was radicalized through a disinforma-
tion campaign. They were recruited as Serb irregulars staged incidents aimed
at instilling insecurity, and finally, the federal army was asked to intervene.
By 1990, with Serbia holding the federal presidency firmly in Milosevic’s
control, asking the army to intervene was simply a method of obtaining rein-
forcements and heavy weaponry.

In December 1990 Slovenia held a referendum on independence; with a
turnout of over 90 percent, 89 percent voted in favor. In May 1991 Serbia
refused to rotate the Yugoslav presidency to Stipe Mesic, a Croat; from this
point forward the Yugoslav federal system was paralyzed. On May 19 the
Croatian referendum on independence garnered a 92 percent vote in favor.
Finally, on June 25, 1991, a year after Serbian insurgents had begun rebelling
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in Croatia, the Croats and Slovenes declared independence simultaneously.
After a ten-day skirmish between the Slovenian territorial defense forces and
the Yugoslav National Army (JNA), the Yugoslav army retreated. Slovenia
had secured its independence and its borders. In Croatia, full-scale war
erupted between ethnic Serbs and paramilitaries from Serbia who worked
together to drive ethnic Croats from their homes.

A single ethnic group comprised the clear majority in the federal republics
of Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia, and Montenegro. This was not the case in
Macedonia and Bosnia. The presidents of Bosnia and Macedonia, Alija
Izetbegovic and Kiro Gligorov, respectively, immediately recognized that the
implications of the independence movements for their republics were grave.
With Slovenia and Croatia seceding from Yugoslavia, Bosnia and Macedonia
were threatened with being reduced to the status of provinces in a Greater
Serbia. This was unacceptable to the leadership of both republics. In the 
case of Bosnia, the potential change in the status of the Muslims and Croats
within the republic relative to the Serbs was particularly problematic. Already
in 1990 Bosnian Serb nationalists, led by Radovan Karadzic, were agitating
for autonomy within Bosnia. Their ultimate aims were irredentist—contigu-
ous union of the territories where Serbs lived with Serbia. By September 
and October of that year the Bosnian Serbs had begun establishing illegal
military formations, supplied and trained by the JNA.

In the aftermath of the 1990 elections Bosnian President Alija Izetbegovic
formed a government of national unity. The Bosnian population at that time
was 44 percent Muslim, 31 percent Serb, and 17 percent Croat.4 Rather
swiftly, the Serb nationalists quit the government and the remaining repre-
sentatives voted to seek Bosnian independence.

On November 12, 1991, President Izetbegovic appealed to the UN to
send a preventative peacekeeping force. His request was turned down. The
following day, the Bosnian Serbs declared the establishment of the Serb
Republic of Bosnia and Hercegovina, and on December 22 Izetbegovic made
another plea for UN forces to be posted along Bosnia’s borders. By this time
the JNA had already occupied the communication centers in Bosnia, and the
Bosnian Serbs were completing construction of heavy artillery positions
around the major towns.

The Bosnian government held a referendum on independence on 
March 1, 1992. Sixty-four percent of the population voted—the Serb lead-
ership called for a boycott—and the result was an almost unanimous assent
to the establishment of a multiethnic independent state. On March 27, the
Bosnian Serbs announced the establishment of the Bosnian Serb Republic,
and in the same month Milosevic and Tudjman held a meeting where it is
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widely believed they outlined plans to divide the territory of Bosnia between
their states. On April 6, 1992, the EC recognized Bosnia-Hercegovina as a
sovereign state. U.S. recognition followed the next day. The following month
Serbian paramilitary troops invaded Bosnia, augmenting the military effort
already initiated by Bosnian Serbs and JNA soldiers.

The War
In about two weeks Serb forces had captured the key towns commanding
roads linking Bosnia with Serbia and Eastern Croatia. By the end of May
1992, the Serbs controlled 60 percent (this went up to 70 percent later) of
Bosnian territory, including western Bosnia (except Bihac and its surround-
ings) and most of eastern Bosnia. This frontline was to remain essentially
unchanged until summer 1995.5

The conflict was international, to the extent that the governments of
Serbia and Croatia had initiated it and were directing it, but it also resem-
bled a civil war as Bosnians took up arms against one another. Nonetheless,
the military resources and politico-military strategy coming from Zagreb and
Belgrade determined the shape, direction, and duration of the war. “ . . . Even
though some of the soldiers serving in the federal army were Bosnian Serbs,
and even though it was coordinated with elements of a Serb insurrection in
some areas, this was predominantly an invasion of Bosnia planned and
directed from Serbian soil.”6 Of course there were denials from the Serbian
and Croatian governments, but their own words and actions belied them.7

The International Response
In August 1992 with over 50,000, mostly civilian, dead and more than two
million homeless as a result of the war in Bosnia, the EC convened the
London Conference. The territorial integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina was
reaffirmed and Serbia-Montenegro/rump Yugoslavia was identified as the
aggressor. Lord David Owen, as the EC representative and Cyrus Vance rep-
resenting the UN, were given a mandate to arrive at a negotiated solution to
the conflict. However, the internationally recognized Bosnian government,
as such, was ignored as they convened negotiations among the three ethnic
groups—a tacit acceptance of the nationalists’ premise that the three groups
could not live together—at a time when the Bosnian cabinet still included
six Serbs, five Croats, and nine Muslims.8

Vance and Owen unilaterally drafted the Vance–Owen Plan that divided
Bosnia into ten cantons. Each of these had a majority ethnic group, but they
were arranged in a patchwork to avoid creating three contiguous ethnic
territories. Vance–Owen was initially accepted by the Bosnian Croats and
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eventually by the Bosnian government, but the Bosnian Serbs rejected it on
four separate occasions in 1993—on January 12, 1993 and again in March,
April, and May. The first revision of the plan already carried ethnic labels and
it motivated the warring parties to forcibly link their cantons. This led
directly to the initiation of an all-out Muslim–Croat war in central Bosnia in
February 1993. Muslim–Croat cooperation ceased and paved the way for a
rapid succession of Serb victories.

The developers of the plan failed to harness the means to obtain the assent
of the parties—coercive instruments or incentives. The Europeans viewed
the problem as military and humanitarian, not political; the problem 
for them was the fighting, which was driving refugees into their states. In
addition, suffering and starvation on the European continent were challeng-
ing their self-image and sense of morality. At this point the Europeans and
their North American allies did not perceive that the Bosnian war and their
response to it affected their democratic principles, their ability to forge an
effective consensus within the transatlantic alliance, or as precedent-setting.
They worked assiduously to avoid becoming politically entangled in this
Balkan imbroglio, but stopped short of asserting as Secretary of State James
Baker characterized U.S. interest, that they “had no dog in this fight.” The
international community insisted that their responsibility in Bosnia was
humanitarian; the political issues were almost intractable and could only be
worked out by the parties to the conflict.

Nonetheless, the Western European and North American governments
had to provide the appearance of managing the war in Bosnia; the threat of
public backlash was too great, especially as the press uncovered Serb atrocities
in the form of concentration camps in Omarska and elsewhere. Their response
was humanitarian and ad hoc. A UN contingent of about 200 staff officers
entered Bosnia in spring 1992, but their initial mission was to establish the
headquarters for the UN peace operation in Croatia, mandated at the con-
clusion of the fighting with Serbia in 1992. The decision to place them in
Sarajevo was a consolation prize tossed at Izetbegovic after the UN refused his
request to deploy a preventative force into Bosnia.9 In June 1992, the Security
Council authorized a small humanitarian mission, and an arms embargo was
placed over the six former republics of Yugoslavia. In October 1992, about
8,000 UN soldiers—the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR)—were
deployed in Bosnia to protect the aid convoys and contain the conflict.

In March 1993, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 836 creating
“safe areas” around those Muslim towns that were resisting the Serbs but were
encircled by them.10 It was an effort to save lives without assisting ethnic
cleansing—a charge that was continually being leveled at the UN as they
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evacuated Bosnians (mainly Muslims) from their towns under the guns of
their opponents.

On April 17, the UN Security Council approved a resolution to tighten
sanctions on Serbia, which up to that point had had minimal effect. Ten days
later, President Bill Clinton met with members of the U.S. Congress to dis-
cuss the possibility of conducting air strikes against Serb targets. This
prompted Karadzic to signal his approval of the Vance–Owen agreement and
to submit it to the Bosnian Serb parliament for approval. The West called off
discussions of military action and the Bosnian Serb parliament rejected
Vance–Owen. A May 15 referendum on the plan obtained a resounding neg-
ative response from the Bosnian Serb population.

On June 20, 1993, the European Union (EU), the newly expanded EC,
formally gave up on the Vance–Owen plan but asked David Owen to keep
negotiating with the help of Thorwald Stoltenberg, a Norwegian diplomat;
even in the face of this failure, the EU offered no carrots or sticks to the 
warring parties. The resulting Owen–Stoltenberg plan of August 1993 allo-
cated 52 percent of the territory to the Serbs, 30 percent to the Muslims, and
18 percent to the Croats; this mirrored the Milosevic–Tudjman plan to
divide Bosnia. Nevertheless, it also failed to obtain acceptance by the
Bosnian Serbs; Karadzic was more ambitious than Milosevic. Meanwhile, in
June NATO finally offered to provide close air support to UN troops.

In early 1994, the United States began effecting reconciliation between
the Croats and Muslims. The resulting Washington Agreement called on the
parties to merge their armies and to establish a federal framework. In the
same year the Contact Group—the United States, Russia, France, Germany,
and Britain—was established. The members were divided with regard to
their perspectives on the conflict and affinities for various parties. The
Russians supported Milosevic, the United States was sympathetic to the
Bosnian government, the Germans favored the Croats, and the British and
French, accused of harboring pro-Serb sentiments, defended the interests of
the UN operation.11 Nevertheless, the group agreed on two major points:
they would not become involved in a ground war and any solution would
have to contain some territorial and ethnic de facto partition.

In June 1994, the Contact Group proposed another solution to the Serbs;
this plan was similar to its predecessors and granted the Muslim–Croat
Federation 51 percent of the territory and the Serbs 49 percent. The UN/EU
team threatened the Serbs with lifting the arms embargo from the Federation
if they refused to sign, and promised to lift the economic embargo on
Serbia–Montenegro if they did sign. The Serbs rejected it and increased 
sniping and shelling in Sarajevo.
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Only in 1995—when force was finally coupled with diplomatic efforts—
were the Serbs willing to come to the negotiating table. A confluence of
events finally brought a cease-fire to Bosnia. First, the situation on the
ground was changing—the Federation forces were getting stronger. The
United States had smuggled communications equipment to the Bosnian
army, which allowed them to coordinate their offensives, and as more arms
entered the Federation, the Muslim advantage in manpower was beginning
to offset the Serb advantage in heavy weaponry.12 Indeed, by October 1995,
the United States had to urge Izetbegovic to halt his offensive, which was
days from capturing the Serb-held town of Banja Luka; the loss of this town
threatened to humiliate the Serbs into abandoning the negotiations and to
destabilize the situation in Serbia, the likely destination for an estimated
200,000 newly created refugees.13 Meanwhile, in a sudden offensive the
Croatians had expelled Serb forces and sent 180,000–200,000 Serbs running
to Serbia for safety.

The United States initiated talks with Milosevic in May 1995, despite
divisions within the U.S. government regarding the wisdom and morality of
dealing with him and of negotiating territorial swaps. The proposed agree-
ment maintained the 51 : 49 split between the Federation and the Serb
republic, and in exchange for Yugoslav or Serbian recognition of Bosnia, the
economic embargo would be at least partially removed. The talks came to a
pause with the August 19 accidental deaths of Ambassador Robert Frasure,
the head of the U.S. delegation, and two members of his negotiating team,
whose armored personnel carrier flipped off a road and into a minefield while
enroute to Sarajevo. However, on August 28, a shell landed near the open mar-
ket in Sarajevo, killing 37 and wounding 88, and when crater analysis demon-
strated that it originated from Serb positions, NATO bombs rained down on
the Serb besiegers. It was the largest operation in NATO history. Over the
course of two weeks 3,400 sorties were made, with 750 attack missions against
57 targets, including ammunition bunkers, SAM missiles, and communication
centers.14 With the tacit approval of the United States, Federation forces swept
across over 100 square miles of Serb territory in one week.15

The Dayton Peace Agreement
On September 14, the Bosnian Serbs signed an agreement to withdraw their
weapons around Sarajevo and begin negotiations for peace; the siege of
Sarajevo lasting three years and four months, ended. Milosevic was empow-
ered to represent the Serbs in negotiations and on November 21, after 21
days of negotiations, the General Framework Agreement and its annexes,
commonly referred to as The Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) or Dayton,
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was initialed. Bosnia was to remain sovereign in name, with a weak central
government and two contiguous territories—one for the Serbs and the other
for the Muslims and Croats. The Federation would be strengthened. The
Bosnian Serbs with about 31 percent of the population secured 49 percent
of the territory of Bosnia and Hercegovina and recognition of the right to
live separately. The Muslims, 44 percent of the population, held onto 25 
percent of the land, and the Croats, only 17 percent of the population, came
away with 25 percent of the territory. After four years of war, tens of thou-
sands of deaths, and about 2 million displaced persons, the three ethnic
groups had all signed the same agreement.

The DPA is composed of two components: a separation of militaries and,
by implication, communal groups along a geographic and political non-
sovereign boundary (established and enforced by military intervention), that
is, partition, and political arrangements aimed at achieving a confederation.

The U.S. government is now firmly opposed to the secessionists and irre-
dentists in Bosnia. The Bush and the Clinton administrations, for most of
the latter’s first term, exhibited an ambivalent attitude toward the Bosnian
state. Accordingly, sovereignty was recognized, but Sarajevo was not assisted
in its campaigns to defend its territory and citizens. Only in 1994 did the
U.S. government begin to take an active role in resolving the conflict, finally
bringing it to a close in 1995. The policy was to preserve Bosnia at all costs;
the specific price was considerable autonomy for the Bosnian Serbs, and for
both the Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats the right to special, quasi-
confederal relations with neighboring Serbia and Croatia.

The Position of Allies and/or Dominant Regional States

The U.S. allies agonizing over the fate of Bosnia included Britain, France,
Germany, or effectively, the key European NATO members and France.
From the moment Bosnia-Hercegovina declared its independence, to the
instant the United States government recognized it as a sovereign entity, 
and to the conclusion of the settlement that currently determines Bosnia’s
international and domestic political disposition, the United States attached
paramount significance to the position of its European allies. The question
of how the U.S. government should respond to Serb and then Croat 
irredentist movements was always addressed with explicit or implicit 
reference to Europe and the transatlantic relationship. “The war,” said the
Special Representative of the President and the Secretary of State for the
Implementation of the Dayton Peace Accords, “challenged our vision of a
united Europe to strengthen American security. That’s why we want not just
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to stop the war, but to secure peace.”16 The United States was anxious to
cooperate with its chief Western European allies—Britain, Germany, and
France—and careful to at least coordinate with Russia, the largest continen-
tal military power.

The Bush Policy
The U.S. approach to Bosnian sovereignty and the wars that erupted over irre-
dentism was based on the overall U.S. policy regarding the fall of Yugoslavia.
The fundamental element of that policy during President George H. W.
Bush’s administration was that Europe would have primary responsibility for
managing the crisis. The Europeans had insisted that this humanitarian prob-
lem was theirs and that the “hour of Europe,” not of the United States, “had
dawned.” It was the moment for the EC to prove itself on the foreign policy
front. Initially, there was no place for NATO or even the UN. The Europeans
were determined to fashion a common policy to stop the Balkan wars without
U.S. interference. “Key European allies, already disappointed with
Washington’s cold reception to the idea of an EC-based common defense pol-
icy, would have considered unfriendly any attempt by the United States to frus-
trate their wish to treat Yugoslavia as a matter of EC common foreign policy.”17

Meanwhile, Washington was pleased to regard the conflict as European,
squarely in the backyard of the European members of the Atlantic Alliance. As
a result the Bush administration deferred to European requests to take the lead
in negotiating a solution to the crisis, mistakenly agreeing that the effort might
strengthen the “European pillar” of NATO and efforts to establish a defense arm
of the Western European Union (WEU).18 The Bush administration already
had its hands full with the Gulf War, the fall of the Soviet Union, and the pres-
idential election campaign season. Perhaps the most telling statement from the
administration was: “Our domestic problems are myriad and cry out for atten-
tion. We want somebody—anybody—to take over the load overseas.”19

The media outrage and public disgust in the wake of the discovery of the
concentration camps in Omarska, Temelin, and other central Bosnian towns
prompted some stronger language, but the only action taken was under UN
auspices. Secretary of State James Baker asserted that the United States would
not use unilateral force and would only consider using force if its European
colleagues were prepared to do so under Chapter VII of the UN charter.20

Finally, under pressure from several Arab states, in December 1992 the lame
duck Bush administration attempted to persuade the Europeans to support
lifting the international arms embargo on Bosnia. France and the United
Kingdom remained opposed, and the United States gave up the effort.
Briefly the administration dropped the rhetoric that mirrored that of the
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Europeans (blaming all three ethnic groups) and spoke out against Serb
atrocities and violations of agreements.21

The Clinton Policy
As a presidential candidate, William Jefferson Clinton gave the impression
that he would deal more forcefully with the irredentists in Bosnia and pro-
vide the Bosnian Muslims the opportunity to defend themselves. His cam-
paign speeches accused the Bush administration of turning its back on
Bosnia; Clinton indicated that he favored lifting the arms embargo against
the Bosnian government. The early rhetoric from his Secretary of State
Warren Christopher also had a determined ring. Christopher declared that
the United States “must say no” to the Serbs to protect multiethnic democ-
racy in Bosnia.22 He explained that President Clinton would take six steps
with regard to Bosnia: engage actively in the European-led Vance–Owen
negotiations; communicate to all three parties that the only means to reach
peace is to negotiate; tighten the enforcement of sanctions and political pres-
sure on Serbia; reduce the suffering in Bosnia via the enforcement of a no-fly
zone; support the establishment of a war crimes tribunal; and help imple-
ment any agreement that the parties might reach. Yet from his Senate con-
firmation speech onward, Christopher was emphatic that the United States
must work with its allies and the European institutions.23

Christopher delivered a strong reminder to NATO allies in February
1993 that U.S. involvement should not allow the Europeans to conclude that
they could relax their efforts. Europe, the secretary of state asserted, will play
a leading role and the UN, European Community, and NATO will serve as
implementers of its policy.24 At the same time the Undersecretary of State for
Political Affairs Peter Tarnoff maintained that the United States lacked lever-
age and the inclination to employ military force to manage problems such as
Bosnia.25 The Clinton team, like its predecessor, preferred to avoid unilateral
action. Indeed, until the U.S. military was suddenly and shockingly blood-
ied in Somalia in 1993, “aggressive multilateralism,” a term coined by
Madeleine Albright while serving as U.S. ambassador to the UN, was the
preferred approach to foreign policy challenges.

The Clinton administration feebly attempted to influence European pol-
icy regarding Bosnia first, with its lukewarm support of the Vance–Owen
negotiations and then, with its proposal to lift the arms embargo on the
Muslims and to prosecute air strikes against the Serbs. Vance–Owen col-
lapsed partly because of U.S. efforts but the lift and strike proposals were
allowed to founder upon heavy British and French opposition. Critics of the
February 1993 Christopher mission assert that he went to Europe ready to
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take no for an answer. The United States remained unwilling to demand that
the agenda be altered or to take any unilateral action. All effort was focused
on developing a consensus among the United States, its West European
allies, and Russia. National Security Advisor Lake explained, “washing our
hands of the problem by unilaterally lifting the arms embargo and walking
away would be a profound mistake. It would blow a hole in our ability to
implement sanctions against Iraq and Libya . . . It could provoke the most
serious rift in NATO history, and certainly, the most serious since the 1956
Suez crisis.”26 In addition, Lake added, the problem would then really fall to
the United States to solve and might provoke the use of U.S. ground troops.
So even in the wake of the lift and strike initiatives—when the United States
was attempting to lead proactively—Christopher stated, “This is a multilat-
eral problem . . . Furthermore, at heart this is a European problem.”27 Finally,
he shifted the blame from “the Serbs” to “ancient hatred and atrocities on all
sides,” echoing the common European perspective.28

In the aftermath of the failed Christopher mission, the United States quickly
fell in line with the European proposal to establish safe areas for endangered
Muslim towns and Sarajevo, which was manifested in the UN Security Council
Resolution 836. The rapid consensus obtained for the safe area proposal largely
stemmed from the political desire to unify European and American policies.
Christopher ratcheted back his rhetoric; while in February he qualified the cri-
sis in Bosnia as strategic, by June he was calling it humanitarian. Again, this mir-
rored the perspective of the major European allies. During that same time
period, though the United States was able to obtain European (the French and
Russians were most stubborn) agreement to NATO air strikes to deter attacks
on Sarajevo and the town of Gorazde, the price Washington paid was a com-
promise in its own declaratory policy. The United States signed the Joint Action
Program, a Russian initiative, which would divide Bosnian territory along the
49:51 ratio split. The Clinton administration essentially signed a map, despite
the fact that it had consistently emphasized that the preservation of a multieth-
nic Bosnian state was the objective and that the irredentist aggressors would not
achieve victory. “Until then, American policy had not envisaged or condoned
partitioning Bosnia. The new initiative, although purporting to keep Bosnia
whole, was a long step toward partition.”29 Yet, such a partition was only 
de facto; the Untied States remained opposed to de jure partition.

Though the Clinton administration had slightly realigned its policy to
match that of the Europeans, differences among the allies and within the
administration led to increasing tension. Christopher was publicly squab-
bling with the French, who were urging the Americans to pressure the
Bosnian government to sign the Vance–Owen agreement; this was causing
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great agitation for the secretary and his colleagues who did not want to
appear to force the Muslims to accept an arrangement that some policy-
makers, and the press corps in general, viewed as unjust.30

The Differences among Allies in Understanding the War
The clashes among NATO and Security Council members regarding Bosnia
occurred because of differing interpretations concerning the causes of the war
(these opinions were often colored by traditional political relationships or cul-
tural affinities, e.g., between the Russians and Serbs, the French and Serbs, and
the Germans and Croats) and divergences regarding the relative importance of
reestablishing stability versus assuring that justice was served. Generally speak-
ing, the Europeans tended to be more pragmatic; their immediate concerns
involved stemming the refugee flow or eventually repatriating those who had
sought protection or assistance in their countries. From the start, they were
chiefly interested in containing the conflict, which was also a primary goal of
the Americans. While the Europeans expressed outrage regarding the atrocities
committed in Bosnia, the Americans went further in calling for punishment of
the aggressors and emphasizing the need for peace that was not only stable, but
just. However, as the war dragged on the Clinton administration itself was
polarized between the goals of stability and justice. This would be reflected in
the Dayton Agreement, a compromise among the Serbs, Croats, and the
Bosnian government, and between peace and justice. Yet, no agreement would
have been possible if pragmatic thinking had not prevailed. “The U.S. decision
in May 1995 to talk seriously to Milosevic, the traditional villain of the Balkan
peace, indicated that in the Clinton administration the wish to end the war was
gaining the upper hand over the wish to punish the Serbian aggressors.”31

The Threat to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) Alliance

The British, French, and Russian governments, diplomats, and soldiers
maintained that all the three ethnic or communal groups were to blame
(sometimes even equally). They propagated the interpretation of the Balkan
wars, which stated that ethnic conflict arose from suppressed ancient hatreds
released by the fall of communism and totalitarianism; all hands were
bloody, and there was no rational way to comprehend what was happening.
They spread the impression that the Bosnian conflict was too difficult to
understand and therefore impossible to manage. By portraying it as a lost
cause, an enigmatic quagmire that threatened to suck the democratic nations
of Western Europe and North America under, they could assure themselves
that any intervention would be hopeless. (Of course, there were more than a
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few prominent Americans who shared this opinion.) This thinking proved
convenient to the Serb forces, which were making military gains and were
actively frustrating any diplomatic or military intervention.

The U.S. and German governments, on the other hand, regarded the Serb
leaders—of Serbia and Bosnia—and Tudjman as aggressors who had
harnessed the dark forces of nationalism via political maneuvering and
authoritarian exploitation of the media. Milosevic had substituted his repres-
sive nationalistic regime for the oppressive Communist one of Yugoslavia.
Greater Serbia was being built by a policy of genocide. The Americans in par-
ticular, sympathized with the Muslims, the obvious underdogs, and felt an
urge, at a minimum, to level the playing field.

Although motivations often differed, the Russians, French, and British
took identical or similar positions, generally contradictory to U.S. and
German policy. The French and British, because the bulk of the UNPROFOR
forces were composed of their citizens, opposed the use of punitive airpower,
justifiably fearing that their troops would be taken hostage. Suggestions of air
strikes almost always targeted the Serbs and, for this reason, Russia lined up
with the British and French, who were also fairly and extremely pro-Serb,
respectively. The Russians were interested in cooperating with Milosevic and
Serbia and therefore did not wish to see the men under “Yugoslav” sponsor-
ship suffer what they deemed biased assaults. In August 1993, the United
States managed to push the UN to establish procedures for conducting air
strikes with NATO forces. The resulting agreement was an operational dis-
aster requiring prior approval of the commander of UN forces in the Balkans
(at that time Lieutenant General Jean Cot of France), the secretary general of
the UN, and all 16 NATO members. After a series of disagreements, the sys-
tem was amended with the appointment of Yasushi Akashi in December
1993 to act as the secretary general’s representative in the field (Zagreb),
empowered to act on airpower requests. Nevertheless, this “dual key” 
system—where both the UN and NATO were required to approve the use 
of force—continued to hamper attempts to enforce UN resolutions. In no
situation was this more blatant than in the safe areas created in 1993 
by Resolution 836. The security of these towns could not be guaranteed 
if there was no system of enforcement and no means to protect threatened
populations.

For three years, the United States followed the European lead with respect
to managing the crisis in Bosnia. The general approach and several specific
initiatives failed, and each left a wake of bitterness and dissention between
the United States and its European allies. Indeed, the NSC Advisor’s fears
were realized. National security analysts noted in 1995, “disagreements
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among Britain, France, and the United States over NATO policy toward
Bosnia have brought intra-Alliance relations to their lowest point since
France’s departure from the integrated military structure (1966) or, perhaps,
the Suez Crisis (1956).”32 Under President Bush, the United States gave the
Europeans the lead on managing the Balkan conflicts. The Europeans chose
to mediate via the auspices of the EC, a relatively new organization with 
little diplomatic or operational experience. The EC operated under a UN
mandate and as a coequal of the international organization when conducting
negotiations. Yet, because it was a weak organization, it found much of its
diplomatic initiatives competing with UN resolutions and its goals diverging
with those of a Security Council member state, which was not an EC 
member—Russia. Ultimately, only the United States, using NATO, was
capable of enforcing policy consensus among all of the Contact Group states, 
even Russia. Furthermore, unlike NATO, the EC never had an operational
military capability, that is the ability to actually apply the threatened sticks.

The UN and the EC (later as the EU) could not reconcile the two oppos-
ing viewpoints among the allies. Without naming the Serbs as aggressors
there was no way to mandate action to affect the outcome of the war. Only
half measures could be taken: tough diplomatic language regarding air
strikes, protection of convoys and safe areas, but no actual enforcement when
a bluff was inevitably called. Picking aggressors would have compromised
UNPROFOR’s impartiality and the thin veneer of consent under which it
operated. And as frustrations rose because differing interpretations and poli-
cies made coherent strategy impossible, the European and North American
governments lost credibility and became even more irritated with one
another. NATO, tasked with enforcing UN Security Council Resolutions
effectively under UN command (dual key), was being severely tested. In fact,
attempts to manage the Bosnian crisis were having such a negative impact on
NATO that the status of the alliance became a crisis in and of itself.33

Both the Bush and Clinton administrations avoided acting unilaterally
and allowed the Europeans to lead at least until 1994, but by 1995 this had
changed because of the various political and foreign policy pressures nega-
tively impacting the Clinton administration. As Anthony Lake saw it,
“Clinton was being increasingly boxed in—by the United Nations, the
NATO allies, his own State and Defense Departments which didn’t want to
move, and now the Republicans and Senator Dole.”34 The latter was dan-
gerously close to pushing through a Senate resolution to unilaterally lift the
arms embargo and authorize airstrikes against violators of the various UN res-
olutions. The others had brought the administration to the point where U.S.
troops would be required to extract UN peacekeepers, if the Bosnia mission
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failed. Ultimately, Clinton had to put troops in. The only question was
whether they would be inserted into a hostile environment as a rescue team,
or into a permissive one as peacekeepers. Would U.S. troops enter a war zone
to extract UNPROFOR soldiers or would they be deployed in conjunction
with a peace agreement to monitor and enforce compliance? As Secretary 
of State Warren Christopher expressed it to the Senate in October 1995, 
“I think we face a fundamental choice now. Will we go forward, seek a peace
agreement, and be willing to implement it? If we turn away from that, we
will almost certainly be in a situation that will deteriorate. Our NATO allies
will want to pull out. That will put us in the position of having to supply
ground troops . . . .”35

In mid-June 1995, Lake began working on his “Endgame Strategy” for
Bosnia, a course of action that would be developed by working backward
from the conceptual desired endstate. The objective was to take the U.S. pol-
icy out of crisis management mode. The final version of Lake’s initiative,
approved by the president on August 9, was “a peace settlement based on
simpler borders and no enclaves . . . ”36 The Serbs would be threatened into
compliance by a bombing campaign and the Bosnian government would be
confronted with the possibility that if they refused to negotiate, the United
States would lift the arms embargo and leave.37 The administration declared
that Lake would present, not propose, the plan to the Contact Group gov-
ernments; implying that the U.S. government was going to implement it,
with or without the support of its allies or the UN. But the plan was none
other than the Contact Group plan, the one the British and French had been
pushing for months.

For three years U.S. prestige had been eroded, and with it the credibility
of NATO and the future of the alliance. Transatlantic relations grew strained
with each debate over air strikes and/or lifting the arms embargo on the
Bosnian government. The Europeans viewed U.S. proposals for air strikes as
irresponsible because they would endanger UNPROFOR troops. The British
(and Americans opposed to air strikes) maintained that there was no guar-
antee that the Serbs would back down as a result of the bombing; instead
they were more likely to take revenge on the UN soldiers. The fact that none
of the peacekeepers were American made the bad feelings worse. Ironically,
by summer 1995, stopping the war in Bosnia became the key to restoring
ailing transatlantic relations. Vice President Gore asserted, “The need for us
to protect and preserve the alliance is driving our policy.”38 “The Yugoslav
war moved from being an important question for European 
stability and security and a test of the then CSCE’s brand new Conflict
Prevention Center, to being a test of the future of the EU Common Foreign
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and Security Policy; from that it moved to being a test of UN diplomacy and
UN peacekeeping; from that it became a test of European, Transatlantic
and East–West relations and post-cold War cooperative security; and finally,
it became a test of NATO credibility and with that of international and par-
ticularly American credibility.”39 And so it was that by 1997 Clinton’s sec-
ond National Security Advisor Samuel Berger declared, “at the time of
Dayton, there was a compelling case for American engagement in Bosnia on
humanitarian grounds alone . . . But our interest was not just humanitarian.
Under these conditions, Bosnia would have remained a source of dangerous
instability in Europe. We have learned from hard experience in this bloody
century that America’s security and Europe’s stability are intimately linked . . .
Indeed, a larger conflict would have cast doubt on the viability of the alliance
itself. Allowing nationalist aggressors to dismember Bosnia, in the middle of
Europe, would have undermined the prospects for building a new Europe
that is democratic, undivided and at peace, a Europe that can strengthen
America’s security in the 21st century.”40

The Allies Compromise
From the beginning of the conflict in Bosnia, the U.S. position regarding the
irredentist Serbs and Croats was negative. Washington insisted on the preser-
vation of Bosnia’s sovereignty and territorial sanctity. Officially, there was no
difference between U.S. policy and that of its allies, although the Europeans
were more willing to engineer territorial compromises among the ethnic
groups. The United States allowed the Europeans to take the negotiating lead
from 1991 until 1994. Washington did not blatantly oppose European pol-
icy at any time nor did it seek to unilaterally enforce its own design. At the
points when the administration sought to change its approach it insisted on
waiting until it could act multilaterally; in effect, the United States tried to
convince the Europeans to change their policies too. If London, Paris, and
Bonn remained unconvinced, as they did in 1993 regarding lift and strike,
the United States gave up and fell in with the European ranks.

More significantly, after opposing the Vance–Owen plan and quietly 
scuttling the UN–EC negotiations because of the American desire not to
reward the aggressors, the United States finally agreed to compromise in
1994–95. Despite their varied attitudes, the United States adopted the
Contact Group’s 49 : 51 territorial formula as the basis of the Dayton
Agreement, despite the fact that Washington had consistently expressed
reluctance regarding territorial compromise. In the end, the United States
accepted the pragmatic European perspective and acceded to de facto parti-
tion. Indeed, the Clinton administration’s sense of realpolitik led the United
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States to extend military assistance to Croatia, and allow equipment from the
United States and other sources to be placed at the disposal of the Muslim–
Croat Federation.

From 1991 to 1995, U.S. declaratory policy varied from European
declaratory policy. The United States accused the Serbs of aggression and
insisted that they would not be rewarded. Administration officials used terms
like “justice,” and spoke about preserving Bosnia’s sovereignty. The United
States tacitly supported the Bosnian Muslims and the government in
Sarajevo, while the Europeans argued that all sides were equal and effectively
favored the Serbs and Croats. At the same time, however, the same players
described the conflict in European terms, as one stemming from ancient eth-
nic hatreds, where all sides were equally culpable. In effect, the declaratory
policy covered all bases. More significantly, from 1991 to 1995, U.S. opera-
tional policy was carefully coordinated with the Europeans. Only at certain
points did the Untied States attempt to operate at cross-purposes with the
Europeans—at the very end of the Bush term, when the United States pro-
posed lifting the embargo on Bosnia; in February 1993 when the United
States proposed lift and strike; and in encouraging the Bosnian Muslims to
hold out for a better deal than Vance–Owen.41 In the first two instances, the
United States backed down when it did not obtain European support.

The United States gladly followed the European lead during the Bush
administration but it forced a compromise during the Clinton administra-
tion. However, the latter refused to fully accept the de facto partition until
events on the ground reflected the Contact Group map, and when it appeared
likely that the French and the British would call in the U.S. guarantee to
extract their peacekeepers. In the final analysis, Washington was convinced by
its allies to take a more decisive role but did not agree to partition Bosnia.

The Fear of Continued Conflict and Spillover

The fear that the conflict in Bosnia would spill over into neighboring states was
probably the most consistently articulated reason from 1992 to 1995 for bring-
ing U.S. diplomatic and military power to bear on peace efforts in Bosnia.
Both the Bush and Clinton administration officials expressed fear that the con-
flict would spread from Bosnia to Macedonia, Kosovo, and perhaps even
involve Hungary and the two Balkan NATO allies, Greece and Turkey. As one
former Bush advisor stated, “the chief American strategic concern during the
Bush administration, and later under Clinton, was to keep the Yugoslav con-
flict from spreading southward, where its flames could leap into the Atlantic
alliance.”42 Washington was also wary of the destabilizing effect the economic
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embargo was having on the neighboring Balkan states, particularly Romania
and Bulgaria, as their governments struggled to reform their political and eco-
nomic systems. The U.S. government was concerned about containing the
conflict inside Bosnia as a “humanitarian problem” primarily through human-
itarian means until 1994–95, when it appeared that the perpetuation of con-
flict within Bosnia’s borders alone was affecting U.S. strategic interests.

The Bush Policy
On August 6, 1992, in his first major statement regarding the recently
erupted war in Bosnia, President Bush characterized it as “a true humanitar-
ian nightmare,” announced that the U.S. would establish full diplomatic
relations with the new governments in southeastern Europe, and declared,
“we must contain conflict from spilling to neighboring states.”43 He pro-
posed sending civilian monitors to the endangered areas and examining what
NATO could do to help. Bush asserted that the U.S. government was doing
everything it could to avoid using force, explaining “this crisis so far has
afflicted only areas within the former Yugoslavia, but there is no guarantee it
will not spread further.”44 He specifically voiced his concern regarding
Kosovo, Vojvodina, and Albania. Bush had ruled out the application of lim-
ited force to stop the fighting in Bosnia and protect the state’s sovereignty,
“but our assessment could change if the situation changes. The stakes could
grow; the conflict could threaten to spread.”45 The implication was that
spillover into these areas might prompt U.S. intervention. Indeed, in 1989,
the Bush administration issued explicit warnings to Belgrade that if they took
military action in Kosovo to quell ethnic Albanian dissent or to stir up
unrest, Washington would respond with force. On December 25, 1992,
Bush reiterated this message in his so-called Christmas Declaration.
“Washington was so certain that this threat was necessary that it made it
despite the misgivings among its UN Security Council partners.”46

In a statement issued by the North Atlantic Council, NATO ministers
asserted: “we are deeply concerned about possible spillover of the conflict, and
about the situation in Kosovo.”47 Bush and British Prime Minister John Major
elaborated on the policy implications in a joint statement delineating three
objectives in the former Yugoslavia: peace and a just settlement, preventing the
conflict from spreading to Kosovo and Macedonia, and maintaining humani-
tarian aid (with over 2,000 British troops). The administration and its allies con-
cluded that if war broke out in Kosovo, Albania would become involved. This
would then draw in the Macedonian Albanians, which would lead to Serbian
and Greek intervention in Macedonia and a response from Bulgaria and Turkey
to prevent Greek influence in that area. “Whereas the Bosnian war could be
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contained, conflict in Kosovo most likely could not.”48 In effect, the United
States was more concerned about the effects of internal repression in Serbia than
irredentist genocidal activities that threatened the survival of the Bosnian state.

The Bush administration was criticized as “aloof and harsh” with respect
to the situation in Bosnia. Though Secretary Baker declared, “ . . . the world
community is appalled at the atrocities that are taking place in Bosnia-
Hercegovina . . . None of us should try to find reasons for not taking some
sort of action to try and end what truly is a humanitarian nightmare in the
heart of Europe,” there was no follow-up.49 Even after the existence of con-
centration camps had been revealed by the Western media, Baker’s successor
was arguing that the killing was inevitable, that all sides were equally culpable,
and that there was nothing the outside world could do to stop the massacres.

The Clinton Policy/Administration
The Clinton administration’s initial statements highlighted the humanitarian
situation, much as its predecessors had, and continued to raise concerns
regarding spillover and the demonstration effect. In Clinton’s inaugural
speech, he declared that the United States would be prepared to use force if
“the will and conscience of the international community is defied.”50 Warren
Christopher asserted that the United States must pay attention to the situa-
tion in the former Yugoslavia because, “We cannot ignore the human toll . . .
Our conscience revolts at the idea of passively accepting such brutality.”
Beyond humanitarianism, “the continuing destruction of a new UN member
state challenges the principle that internationally recognized borders should
not be altered by force. In addition, this conflict itself has no natural borders.
It threatens to spill over into new regions, such as Kosovo and Macedonia.”51

Again, he noted that Greece, Albania, and Turkey could become involved, and
commented that the refugee situation would be highly destabilizing. As 
the United States began to coordinate implementation of UNSCR 836 on the
safe areas, Christopher explained that the initiative was aimed at halting 
the killing “and contributes to our goal of containing the Balkan conflict.”52

The June 10, 1993, North Atlantic Council’s final communiqué empha-
sized that the policy of the allies was to prevent spillover. Clinton, under
European pressure to demonstrate his conviction, sent 300 ground troops to
Macedonia as part of the UN monitoring force, “to try to forestall a wider
conflict.”53 In addition, he repeated Bush’s warning to the Serbs that military
action in Kosovo would trigger unilateral U.S. action. Meanwhile, Clinton
did take action to alleviate the humanitarian situation, continuing to provide
assistance to international relief efforts and providing a substantial amount
of direct U.S. aid.
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In March 1993, Christopher asserted: “we believe it is of critical impor-
tance that this conflict be settled on terms which will preserve the inde-
pendence and territorial integrity of Bosnia. Such a solution would be in
keeping with our values as a nation and the goal of preventing a wider Balkan
war.”54 In May, as the secretary of state reported on his mission to convince
the Europeans to accept lift and strike, he stated, “there are, of course, issues
of conscience and humanitarian concerns at stake in this situation. But fun-
damentally our actions are also based upon the strategic interests of the
United States. All of us seek to limit the risk of a widening instability that
could lead to a greater Balkan war.”55 One of his subordinates explained,
“Our policy has been to try to stop the killing through a negotiated settle-
ment and prevent the conflict from spreading, while making a major contri-
bution to humanitarian efforts to ease the suffering.”56

Containment and De Facto Partition
The primary policy objective regarding Bosnia up until 1995 was to deter
spillover. “U.S. policy on Bosnia by late 1992 was driven not by a resolve to
defeat aggression but by a desire to bring humanitarian relief to aggression’s
victims.”57 American efforts focused on containing the war and alleviating
the humanitarian disaster provoked by the participants. Clinton’s only men-
tion of Bosnia in his 1994 State of the Union address was in praise of the
U.S. troops conducting the humanitarian airlift.58 Ultimately, however,
without singling out aggressors, there could be no unified policy to punish
or prevent aggression and thereby put an end to the humanitarian disaster.
The policy of negotiating with all sides to find any common denominator
played directly into the attritionist, maximalist strategy of the irredentists
(especially the Serbs). By 1995, however, the U.S. administration recognized
that war in Bosnia itself threatened the NATO alliance. To achieve a more
durable containment the United States and its allies need to take additional
measures. The National Security Advisor in 1997 explained, “At the time of
Dayton, there was a compelling case for American engagement in Bosnia on
humanitarian grounds alone . . . But our interest was not just humanitarian.
Under these conditions, Bosnia would have remained a source of dangerous
instability in Europe. We have learned from hard experience in this bloody
century that America’s security and Europe’s stability are intimately
linked.”59 Spillover was still cited as a rationale for engagement. National
Security Advisor Lake voiced “. . . concerns about a new Balkan war with
spillover that could draw in the Greeks and the Turks; and what could 
be more uncivilized than—I hate the euphemism ‘ethnic cleansing.’ ”60
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The United States recognized that there were no firewalls against ethnic 
conflict spreading throughout the Balkans. Yet, whether spillover was more
or less imminent no longer mattered.

Fear of the conflict continuing or spreading was not sufficient to cause a
shift in U.S. policy toward the Contact Group model. Concern for the
transatlantic alliance and U.S. credibility, and the desire to insert troops into
a benign environment (not as extractor of peacekeepers, but to enforce an
agreement) were also required to spur the United States to take action in
1994–95. The fear that conflict would spill over was high, though the only
threat that was levied directly to prevent this concerned Kosovo, and not
Bosnia. All U.S. policy from 1991 to 1994 was designed to prevent spill-
over (stationing troops in Macedonia) and to contain the humanitarian 
disaster in Bosnia. Operationally the focus was on airlifts and supporting 
UNPROFOR. Meanwhile, the administration struggled with its concerns
regarding justice for the Bosnian Muslims and attempted to convince their
allies to level the playing field. Humanitarian concerns were consistently
voiced, but even concentration camps and genocide did not move the United
States to take a bolder position in defense of the Bosnian state and against
the irredentists. From 1994 to the signing of the Dayton Agreement, 
when the United States adopted the European territorial compromise,
Washington’s motivation was concern about potential regional spillover. By
1994–95, however, the United States had determined that continued conflict
in Bosnia and potential spillover threatened the viability of NATO.
According to a State Department official, “The fundamental concern 
was spillover, but the more ostensible cause was humanitarian—to ‘do 
something’ . . . We were afraid that spillover could destroy what we had 
spent fifty years building.”61 If the conflict did not end and/or if it spread, it
might lead to war among NATO members, if Greece and Turkey became
involved, or, at a minimum, a diplomatic standoff and the political failure 
of NATO.

The fear of widening conflict derived its impact from geostrategic 
considerations. The fear of spillover was considerable but operated in con-
junction with other factors to affect the resulting political outcome. Its 
significance was increased in large part by the linkage with something the
administration valued—NATO, its only operational defensive alliance and
the cornerstone of U.S. national security policy in the transatlantic area.
Once the situation in the Balkans was regarded as a threat to the transatlantic
alliance, the United States was compelled to act to minimize the likelihood
that conflict would spread. This meant ending the conflict in the most 
expeditious fashion.
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The Demonstration Effect

U.S. officials frequently vented concern regarding the possible demonstra-
tion effects that might follow in the wake of the war and the Western
response. The Bush and Clinton administrations were anxious to avoid an
outcome that might encourage other secessionists or irredentists in the area,
or anywhere in the world, to follow the Bosnian Serb and Bosnian Croat
examples. Policymakers wanted to assert U.S. interests and values, to make 
a clear statement regarding issues of self-determination and sovereignty.
From the very beginning as Yugoslavia began to fall apart, officials declared,
“the United States will not encourage or reward secession . . . We firmly
believe that Yugoslavia’s external or internal borders should not be changed
unless by peaceful consensual means.”62 The Bush administration insisted
that peace would come through coexistence and not through separation.

Throughout the war the State Department, in particular, justified its
opposition to the Vance–Owen agreement and any other plans to divide
Bosnia and reward the irredentists based on concerns about the precedent
such settlements might establish. The principle of sovereignty was evoked, as
were human rights. Early in the conflict, before the war had widened to
include Croatia and the Bosnian Croats, Acting Secretary Eagleburger
assured the Bosnian foreign minister that the “ ‘cantonization’ of Bosnia-
Hercegovina contradicts CSCE principles, sets a bad precedent for future
conflicts, and could well lead to partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina—thus
rewarding the use of force.”63 He added that respect for territorial integrity
must be assured and that the United States would support efforts to achieve
a peaceful resolution. Eagleburger recognized the risk that humanitarian
assistance might allow aggressors to consolidate their landgrabs, thereby lead-
ing to the political cantonization that the United States opposed on princi-
ple. He explained that refugee returns would help ensure that political gains
would not be recognized via bloodshed and human rights abuses.64

Eagleburger’s successor, Warren Christopher, stated it more clearly and
forcefully: “There is a broader imperative here. The world’s response to the
violence in the former Yugoslavia is an early and crucial test of how it will
address the concerns of religious minorities in the post–Cold War world . . .
Bold tyrants and fearful minorities are watching to see whether ‘ethnic
cleansing’ is a policy that the world will tolerate. If we hope to promote the
spread of freedom or if we hope to encourage the emergence of peaceful
multi-ethnic democracies, our answer must be a resounding no.”65 President
Clinton revealed how committed the United States was to preventing a bad
precedent, how important the demonstration effect really was when it came
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to tough decisions, when he declared, “ ‘The US should always seek an 
opportunity to stand up against—at least speak out against—inhumanity.’ ”66

As two BBC journalists pithily noted, “The West was intent on preserving a
unified Bosnia even if only on paper.”67 Ultimately, the United States was
forced to accept the European solution—a de facto partition—with only the
de jure sovereignty of Bosnia and the civil and political provisions of Dayton
to provide them with the scant political cover they needed to declare that 
the United States had not compromised its principles and those of interna-
tional law.

The Vance–Owen Plan
The roots of the de facto partition that is formalized by the Dayton
Agreement lie in the reality of the failure to stop Serb advances and the
Croats from starting their own offensive, as well as the precedents set by pre-
vious negotiations, particularly those of Vance and Owen. The UN–EC
negotiators began by inviting the Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats,
together with the Bosnian government. It did not initiate negotiations
among three states—Bosnia, Croatia, and Serbia—but among three different
domestic groups. “Before the Bosnian government declared independence a
set of rules and criteria were established as the basis on which Bosnia-
Hercegovina would receive international recognition as an independent
state. It met these criteria. Then the international community then aban-
doned this policy by treating the government of Bosnia-Hercegovina—at
this point, still multinational—as if it were merely one of several contending
factions.”68

In refusing to offer direct military assistance to the Bosnian government
in the form of weapons and military ground intervention and then holding
international negotiations with parties to a domestic dispute, the sponsors of
Vance–Owen were not siding with the state according to an international
precedent. Instead they were signaling to the Serbs and Croats that the gains
they made in assaulting Bosnia’s territorial sovereignty would be tolerated.
Military force would pay—the borders were not sacrosanct. “The Vance-
Owen Plan in fact made a dramatic break with past diplomatic practice and
in one swoop annulled a key principle of international law that had been
agreed upon in the interest of fostering stability in political transitions.”69

The principle of uti possidetis, ita possidetis (you may keep what you had
before), established during the decolonization of Africa, Asia, the Middle
East, and Latin America, held that when colonial possessions became 
independent or existing states broke up, internal administrative borders
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would be treated as legitimate.70 Of course, this assumed that the new 
governments did not require military assistance to control their borders.

The failure of the Vance–Owen plan in spring 1993 as well as the demon-
strated lack of resolve regarding the implementation and protection of the
safe areas, brought on a turning point in the Bosnian war. Until then it had
been primarily a war of the Serbs against the Croats and Muslims, but on
June 16 Tudjman and Milosevic met and hostilities ceased between the Serbs
and Muslims. The Croats initiated an offensive against the Muslims in a bid
to consolidate their territorial gains—to bring the situation on the ground
into consonance with the map that they wanted to serve as the basis for nego-
tiations; since military advances were not being reversed by the international
community’s diplomats, the best policy was to put off a final agreement as
long as military gains could be expected. For the Serbs, in particular, this
became a race against time. While they possessed the distinct advantage in
weapons and materiel, they were completely reliant upon Milosevic for addi-
tional troops; the Muslims significantly outnumbered the Bosnian Serb
forces and were gradually acquiring new weapons and training. In time, the
Bosnian government reversed the military advances of the Serbs, just as
Milosevic was applying political pressure on them to negotiate. The result
was the empowerment of Milosevic to initiate the negotiations leading to
Dayton.

The Dayton Agreement
The parameters of the Dayton Agreement were established by the 1995
national security strategy, A National Security Strategy of Engagement and
Enlargement. According to this document, the United States had five policy
objectives in the former Yugoslavia. First, a political settlement that preserves
the territorial integrity of Bosnia. Second, preventing the war from spreading
and endangering U.S. allies and the stability of the new democracies 
of Eastern and Central Europe. A third goal was stemming the refugee flow,
and a fourth entailed halting the slaughter of innocents. Finally, the United
States would ensure NATO’s central role in Europe and maintain its role in
shaping the evolving European security architecture.

Christopher explained, “ . . . the preservation of the Republic of Bosnia-
Hercegovina as a unified entity, as a federal or confederal system, is funda-
mental” to the Dayton Accords.71 He assured the U.S. Congress “the peace
agreement, ultimately, will reinforce the territorial integrity of Bosnia-
Hercegovina.”72 Two years later, implicitly drawing a distinction between 
the de facto partition in Bosnia and the de jure partition advocated by 
some Western pundits, the National Security Advisor asserted: “I believe the
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partitionists are wrong, because accepting partition means ratifying the worst
ethnic cleansing in Europe in more than half a century. We should not give
up on justice and reward aggression . . . Partition also would be wrong
because it would send the message to ethnic fanatics everywhere that the
international community will allow the redrawing of borders by force.”73

The creation of ethnically pure states would leave governments with 
grievances and inclined to expansionism—a recipe for more war.

The United States and its allies could not allow Bosnia to disappear from
the map; had they done so they would have been accused of aiding and abet-
ting genocide. They would also have been nullifying their own recognition
of Bosnia and Hercegovina as a sovereign state in 1992. Although the 
EU and U.S. decision to grant sovereignty to Croatia, Slovenia, Macedonia,
and Bosnia came in direct contravention to the 1975 Helsinki Accords, 
which stated that the borders of the European states could not be altered 
unilaterally and by force, the 1992 recognition was the latest precedent in
international law regarding those territories and governments.

The problem was that Bosnia never possessed the traditional characteris-
tics of a state. The government in Sarajevo did not have a monopoly on force.
It did not control all of the armed forces or police within the state borders
nor did it actually have firm control over its own military or paramilitary
units, as was revealed after the war. It did not control the borders of Bosnia—
goods, people, weapons, and materiel moved in and out of the country, sub-
ject only to the “customs” control of local warlords—and there was never a
common currency. The arms embargo, and more significantly, the fact that
Bosnia was landlocked and dependent on Croatian ports and Croatian or
Serbian rail lines, meant that the new, inexperienced Bosnian government
would find it terribly difficult—if not impossible—to exercise its authority
and consolidate its territory.

The purpose of Dayton was to stop the fighting. This, in turn, would 
take care of the other objectives: restoring U.S. prestige and NATO unity,
removing the threat to Clinton’s campaign, and eliminating the need to send
U.S. troops into a war zone. As for the territorial disposition of Bosnia, the
issues of sovereignty and self-determination—or self-appropriation in the
cases where territory was ethnically cleansed by force and especially in those
towns, cities, and villages where the appropriator was not the majority 
ethnic/communal group—could not be decisively settled if the U.S. nego-
tiator, Richard Holbrooke, was to obtain the agreement of all the Bosnian
parties as well as the factions within the U.S. administration. The result was
a compromise agreement. Bosnia remained a sovereign state but the Serbs
got their “entity,” a territorial unit with the right to form a special agreement
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or relationship with Serbia. The Croats remained in the Federation with the
Muslims, but they also obtained the right to forge special political ties to
Croatia.

In short, the demonstration effect was a significant factor in the U.S. 
decision to deny de jure partition of Bosnia, and it also motivated much of
the opposition to the European territorial initiatives. There was a fear that
Vance–Owen and its successors would be the precursor to partition. Again,
partition was anathema to the administration because it would set a poor
precedent. By rewarding aggression and denying justice to the victims, it
might encourage other would-be aggressors. Intertwined with this concern
was the fear that once the United States had declared that the Serbs would
not retain territory they had seized, backing away from this principle might
damage U.S. credibility. In the final analysis, however, the United States 
conceded this point. The Bosnian Serbs, 31 percent of the prewar popula-
tion, came away with 51 percent of the territory, almost where the cease-fire
line fell in 1995. The sovereignty of the Bosnian state was severely compro-
mised, and by 1999 it was obvious that other secessionists or irredentists in
the region—the Kosovan and Macedonian Albanians—recognized the util-
ity of force. The United States has never decided to support or not support
partition based only on principle. Context has always been critical, especially
the means employed by the secessionists and geopolitical considerations. 
In this case, the fear of a demonstration effect had little impact on the final
decision to force a territorial compromise. However, preserving Bosnia’s 
sovereignty was the first stated goal of the U.S. National Security Strategy,
and the one principle that U.S. negotiators would never concede.

The Ethnic Interest Group Lobbying

American lobbying organizations linked to the Bosnian political organiza-
tions of each of the three ethnic groups emerged with the onset of war. Their
efforts were aimed at shaping policymakers’ perceptions within Congress 
and the administration. Each group worked to establish the definition of the
conflict—what it was about and who the victims and aggressors were—and
what the United States should or should not do about it. As an indirect
means of achieving their objectives, they also targeted public opinion, mainly
through the media. Both the Bosnian Muslim and Croat organizations
painted the Serbs as the primary aggressors responsible for tearing Bosnia
apart, and for adopting a political–military strategy that employed genocide.
Meanwhile, the Serb interest groups insisted that all sides were equally 
culpable. Moreover, they maintained that they could not be blamed for
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destroying Bosnia because there had never been a real multiethnic Bosnia.
Much of the policy debate, especially on Capitol Hill, centered around the
arms embargo on Bosnia and the possibility of conducting punitive, tactical,
or strategic air strikes on the Bosnian Serbs. Lobbying efforts targeting the
executive branch members also addressed the effectiveness and justness of the
various peace agreements, and diplomatic and humanitarian interventions.

The Bosnian Muslim and Croat American Groups
The Bosnian and Croat lobby groups were almost indistinguishable, partic-
ularly with regard to their aims. In 1992 the Bosnian Americans aligned with
the Croat Americans who were more numerous and concentrated (hence
their potential political impact was greater). After fighting broke out between
the Muslims and Croats in Bosnia in 1993, if Bosnian Americans wished to
divorce themselves from the Croat American efforts, they joined the lobby-
ing efforts conducted on their behalf by nonethnic American lobbies; all
along these groups of influential Americans provided the best possibility for
the Bosnian government case to be heard. The organizations supporting
Bosnian Muslims and the central government argued that the territorial
integrity of Bosnia and Hercegovina had been violated with the 1992 inva-
sion of the JNA and the subsequent genocide against the Muslim popula-
tion. The Bosnian Muslim lobbies maintained that the embargo imposed by
the UN on September 25, 1991, constituted a violation of the UN Charter,
which grants all states the right to self-defense. They urged the international
community to lift the arms embargo so that the sovereign government and
primary victims of the war could obtain the badly needed weapons to defend
themselves. In addition, they were strong advocates of air strikes against the
Serbs to punish violations of the various UN resolutions and to deter them
from continued persecution of civilians and additional military gains.

The Croat American lobby groups shared the Bosnian Muslim lobbies’
perspective regarding Serbian actions in Bosnia, while they also highlighted
Serb attacks on Croatian citizens and cultural monuments, and Bosnian
Croats’ human and political rights. Like the Bosnian Muslim supporters,
they wanted the arms embargo to be lifted so that Muslims and Croats could
correct the military imbalance frozen in place and defend themselves. They
called for the international community to “lift the arms embargo against
Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina and provide the necessary air support to level
the playing field.”74 The Croat American interest groups explained that the
fighting between Muslims and Croats in Bosnia occurred when “the interna-
tional community refused to protect the integrity of Bosnia-Hercegovina and
proposed plans for the partition of Bosnia-Hercegovina along ethnic lines.
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Extremists of both the Croat and Muslim communities seized on this ‘every
person for him/herself ’ philosophy and began to fight each other.”75

The main Croat American lobby groups claiming to represent 2.5 million
Croats were the National Federation of Croatian Americans and the Croatian
American Association. The National Federation of Croat Americans was an
umbrella organization for two dozen Croat American organizations. It mobi-
lized Croat Americans, lobbied members of Congress, and disseminated
information on the Balkans in order to help produce independent, demo-
cratic, and free market Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. The Federation
maintained that it represented the “progressive mainstream of the Croatian-
American community,” and worked with other groups supportive of Bosnia.76

The Croatian and Bosnian governments hired the public relations firm,
Ruder Finn, to work on their behalf from May to December 1992. In August
of that year three major Jewish organizations (B’nai B’rith Anti-Defamation
League, the American Jewish Committee, and the American Jewish
Congress) came out in support of the Bosnian Muslims and against the
Serbs, an achievement credited by industry observers to Ruder Finn. Both
the Serb and Croat/Bosnian lobbyists had been attempting to recruit Jewish
groups to their cause based on allegations of World War II anti-Semitism,
but had met resistance. However, when the media broke the story of the
internment camps in Bosnia, the Jewish organizations reacted with an adver-
tisement in the New York Times and a rally in front of the UN headquarters
recalling the Holocaust and decrying Serb war crimes.

The Bosnian Muslims and the government in Sarajevo also enjoyed the
allegiance of Muslim American groups in the United States such as the
American Muslim Foundation.77 However, they obtained the greatest and
most effective support from nonethnic American interest groups, such as the
Action Council for Peace in the Balkans, the American Committee to Save
Bosnia (ACSB), and in 1995 the related think tank, The Balkan Institute.
The Action Council, and its grassroots organization, ACSB, were founded in
1994 by State Department officials who resigned protesting U.S. policy
regarding Bosnia. The funding and impetus came from financier George
Soros, who hired the public relations (PR) firms the Sawyer Miller Group
and The Wexler Group. The PR firms, in turn, worked with the former State
Department officials and several influential individuals who had served in
both Democratic and Republican administrations to establish the two organ-
izations. The objective of both groups was to lift the arms embargo on
Bosnia. They worked to accomplish this via lobbying Congress and admin-
istration officials, and drumming up grassroots awareness and support
through various media outlets.
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Serb American Groups
The Serb lobby groups stated that the Serbs had historically been victimized
within Yugoslavia and Bosnia, and denied the fact that a genocide of the
Bosnian Muslims was occurring. They repudiated the idea of a multiethnic
Bosnia, and maintained that the war in Bosnia was a classic civil war, where
all sides are guilty of aggression. The Serb lobbyists called for the termination
of the sanctions imposed on Serbia and Montenegro, full recognition of the
Bosnian Serb Republic, and evenhanded treatment of all the parties—which
meant a continuation of the arms embargo on the former Yugoslav republics,
including the weapons-poor Sarajevo government. They opposed any
Western military intervention, and therefore strove to preserve the status quo
with regard to U.S. policy, which emphasized diplomacy and neutrality, from
1992 onward. The Serb American lobby groups maintained a political
agenda from 1990 to 1995 that was an unwavering extension of policy estab-
lished by the Bosnian Serb leadership headquartered in Pale, Bosnia.

The Serbs established three major interest groups during 1990 and 1991.
The first of these, the Serbian American National Information Network
(SerbNet), was established by Congresswoman Helen Denich Bentley, one of
the most vocal Serb Americans. SerbNet functioned as a PR organization,
preparing and disseminating information in support of the Bosnian Serb
regime’s political mission. The organization also sponsored speeches by
prominent individuals friendly to the Serb cause, most notably Major
General Lewis Mackenzie, the first UNPROFOR commander. Mackenzie
described a civil war, where not only were all sides culpable, but the Muslim
government in Sarajevo was capable of cynically attacking their own citizens
to galvanize Western military intervention.78 Testifying before the U.S.
Congress in May 1993, Mackenzie justified the use of force in order to
obtain partition, by implying that it was the natural order of things. He
blamed the Bosnian government for the continuation of the war, and
encouraged the United States to pressure the Muslims to accept a partition
settlement.

Serb Americans also established the Serbian American Voters Alliance
PAC, and the Serbian Unity Congress (SUC). The latter, based in Napa,
California and Washington, DC, functioned as a nationwide membership
organization lobbying for Belgrade and Pale; indeed during the war the SUC
financed the official representative of the Bosnian Serb regime in
Washington. Like SerbNet, the SUC sponsored information campaigns tar-
geted at Congress, the media, universities, and research centers. In its own
words, “since the beginning of the conflict in Bosnia, Serbian Unity
Congress has supported the Bosnian Serbs in their determination to retain
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the land of their forefathers. We initiated an educational campaign on the
true nature of the conflict to the American people and government officials,
we collected humanitarian aid, we maintained liaison with the Bosnian 
Serb leadership, we participated in the Brcko corridor arbitration, and we
developed an economic recovery plan for the Republic of Srpska.”79

The Serb American community engaged the services of four PR firms
during the course of the war.80 SerbNet hired David Keene and Associates
and McDermott/O’Neill & Associates. These two PR firms helped organize
General Mackenzie’s U.S. tour.81 The SUC secured Manatos and Manatos,
and Craig Shirley and Associates also managed a Serbian account. Manatos
and Manatos worked to ensure that the viewpoint of the Pale leadership
would be represented during congressional committee hearings, and 
provided financial support for Serbophilic speakers and journalists.82

In addition, the firm’s partners funneled campaign donations to friendly 
congresspeople and by 1994 they had formed an alliance with the well-
established Greek American lobby, which could command greater resources
and attention of politicians.

Of all the legislators, “the most popular recipient of Serb-American and
Greek American contributions was the former chairman of the House
Foreign Affairs Committee.”83 From 1993 to 1995, Federal Election
Commission reports demonstrate that Representative Lee Hamilton received
47,141 in itemized contributions from leaders of the Serbian American and
Greek American communities, many of whom were Manatos’s clients.84 On
April 25, 1994, Hamilton received $9,525 in multiple contributions by
Greek/Serbian Americans, who were Manatos’s clients.85 On that same day,
Andrew Manatos testified before the Appropriations and Foreign Operations
Committee in opposition to recognition of the former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia and against renewal of U.S. aid to Turkey. Three weeks later, on
May 11, 1994, the former SUC President Michael Djordjevich testified
before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs.86 But he was joined by his
Croatian American counterpart, and two Americans representing the
Bosnian Muslim perspective.

The Serb American community also made contributions to Senator
Spencer Abraham, Senator Phil Gramm (for his presidential campaign),
Representatives Dan Burton, Bill Baker, Richard Chrysler, and Joe
Knollenberg.87 From 1991 to fall 1995 the Serb American lobby had con-
tributed at least $63,353 to congressional campaigns.88 To some extent their
efforts paid off, because they managed to get a hearing from prominent law-
makers, and helped shape the “talking points” for those who were opposed
to taking action that would hurt the Serb cause. Yet, the fact that the SUC
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obtained entré to so many congressional offices can be attributed to a desire
for fairness and thorough fact-finding. According to one author, “it would be
fair to say that the SUC’s success depended less on its lobbying power and
more on the predisposition and willingness of influential actors to tolerate
seemingly ‘balanced’ and nonviolent solutions to the conflict in Bosnia.”89

The demonstrated legislative results of the Serb lobby’s efforts were mixed.
Senator Abraham and Representative Chrysler voted to lift the arms
embargo, while Representatives Baker and Knollenberg voted against lifting
it; a spokesman for the latter asserted that his vote had nothing to do with
the Serb American contribution he had received.90

As for Hamilton, he did not take up vocal opposition to lifting the arms
embargo until 1994. During the 103rd Congress, he sponsored “an amend-
ment to urge the President to take the necessary steps to secure a UN
Security Council agreement for the suspension of, or a limitation on, the
arms embargo against Bosnia.”91 This served to emphasize his opposition to
a unilateral lift. His position hardened when Clinton’s did, and he was one
of the key outspoken defenders of the administration’s post-1993 opposition
to lift and strike.92 He was also opposed to the use of force—specifically 
airpower—to manage the crisis. Prior to the House vote of 319 to 99 in favor
of lifting the arms embargo and Senators Robert Dole and Joseph
Lieberman’s efforts to achieve a similar victory in the Senate, Hamilton con-
ducted a media campaign against lifting the embargo, arguing along with the
administration, for a diplomatic solution to the conflict. Indeed, Hamilton’s
position concerning most major legislation was to support the Clinton
administration’s objectives and intent.93 His opposition to lift and strike may
have helped the pro-partition Serbs, who assisted him somewhat financially,
but there is no evidence that Hamilton was convinced that dismembering
Bosnia was a desirable solution.

The Impact
It is unclear whether congresspeople took positions or cast votes because they
had obtained support from the ethnic lobbies, or whether certain lobbies
supported them because of their demonstrated beliefs. Substantively, con-
gressional lobbying differed from influencing public opinion or key admin-
istration officials regarding the question of partition, because of the emphasis
on the lift and strike debate. This debate was not the same as the broader
question of whether to keep Bosnia intact, however, its outcome was per-
ceived to have implications for those that favored secession or maintaining
the state. Since the initial military imbalance overwhelmingly favored the
Serbs, lifting the embargo and conducting air strikes was expected to
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improve the Bosnian Muslim military situation in the long run. For this rea-
son, most Serb Americans argued against lift and strike, and generally against
American military involvement.

However, several members of Congress strongly felt that the Bosnian 
government should have the right to defend itself, regardless of the immedi-
ate military and humanitarian consequences. The government of Bosnia-
Hercegovina was calling for the embargo to be raised and international law
supported it. Legislators became more vocal about the issue after the
February 4, 1994 Sarajevo marketplace massacre, which received tremendous
television coverage and provided a graphic testament to the humanitarian
plight of the Bosnian Muslims. As public interest was stoked by the media, con-
gressional debates grew more frequent. While there was one resolution in 1992
calling for termination of the arms embargo on Bosnia-Hercegovina and
Croatia (and this was still focused multilaterally, under the auspices of the UN
Security Council), by the summer recess of 1995 the Senate had voted seven
times on bills and amendments calling for unilateral lifting of the embargo.94 In
1994 both Houses of Congress went on record supporting a multilateral lift of
the embargo, voted for a unilateral lift at various times in 1994, although not
on the same piece of legislation, and in summer 1995 voted to terminate the
embargo. “But Congress did not make policy. The Secretary of State, Warren
Christopher; the head of the JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff ], John M. Shalikashvili;
and Clinton’s national security Advisor, Anthony Lake, made policy. Their pri-
ority was holding NATO together—and the British and French were clearly
hostile to Sarajevo.”95 The president vetoed the bill to terminate the embargo
on August 11, 1995. By then, Dayton was becoming a distinct probability.

The Bosnian and Croat lobbies did manage to garner public support and
they sensed that after the Serb-run concentration camps were revealed, 
the Bush administration was more receptive to their arguments. Yet even the
public outrage at the genocide in Bosnia did not work to persuade either the
Bush or Clinton administration, or the 102nd, 103rd, or 104th Congresses
to lift the arms embargo, to employ air strikes against the Serbs, or to actively
force an end to war between 1992 and 1994. Bosnian sovereignty was ulti-
mately salvaged, but one of the Action Council steering committee members
stated, “ ‘I’d love to tell you about our great success, but it was events on the
ground that changed much of the equation.’ ”96

As for the efforts of the Serb interest groups, “it seems as though there
were few converts, although their claims may have contributed to confusion
about the Balkan situation in the minds of the American public.”97 In short,
while U.S. public opinion generally remained unfavorable toward the Serb
cause, and the Serbs were generally identified as more culpable than others,
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there was a sense that the other parties were not entirely blameless. The Serb
American assertion that all sides were guilty in a conflict that was an irra-
tional civil war did obtain a solid body of adherents. Even President Clinton
accepted this interpretation, as popularized in Robert Kaplan’s Balkan Ghosts.
Indeed, there was dissention within both the Bush and Clinton administra-
tions regarding the underlying causes of the war.98 Naturally, this affected
positions regarding the proper conflict management strategy, and whether
justice was on one side or was irrelevant.

Yet the fact that the Serb arguments found their way into the text of major
speeches delivered by politicians or sound bites uttered by pundits did not
necessarily indicate a bias toward the Serbs. More often than not, the Serb
portrayal of the war as a civil war and evocation of their fierce partisan fight-
ing legacy served the agendas of those who were opposed to U.S. interven-
tion for separate reasons. The chief reason was the desire to avoid
committing American military might, particularly U.S. ground troops, to
any role in the Balkan wars. The most influential representative of this per-
spective was General Colin Powell, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
under Bush, and for several months, under Clinton. Powell’s career had been
fired in the blazing furnace of Vietnam, and he was determined to prevent
the United States and its military from ever being placed in the position of
fighting a war with limited objectives and means against an opponent fight-
ing an unlimited war for unlimited objectives. He asserted, “the harsh reality
is that the Serbs, Muslims, and Croatians [sic] are committed to fight to
death for what they believe to be their vital interests. They have matched
their military actions to their political objectives, just as the North
Vietnamese did years earlier.”99

“Powell, in his final months as chairman of the joint chiefs, exerted a pow-
erful influence against military intervention.”100 He challenged UN
Ambassador Madeleine Albright, who reportedly favored punitive military
action against the Bosnian Serbs, arguing that the political goals must be
defined before troops are deployed. Powell insisted that none of the Contact
Group states favored using troops to end the war or help its victims, and that
air strikes were not guaranteed to affect Serb behavior in the desired fashion
(in fact, they would probably take UN hostages). Moreover, air strikes were
unreliable because of visibility constraints due to weather and terrain. With
respect to Bosnia, Powell had already made his views clear in 1991. “When
ancient ethnic hatred re-ignited in the former Yugoslavia in 1991 and well-
meaning Americans thought we should ‘do something’ in Bosnia, the shat-
tered bodies of Marines at the Beirut airport were never far from my mind
in arguing for caution.”101 He laid out his opinion forcefully and publicly in
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The New York Times and the journal Foreign Affairs.102 “The prospect of
becoming entangled in a second Vietnam, whether justified or not, haunted
all the NATO militaries . . . . Notably in the United States and Britain, such
fears had succeeded in convincing the national governments that interven-
tion was not a good idea.”103

The opinion of the Bosnian or Balkan ethnic group lobbies did not cause
a radical shift in U.S. policy regarding Bosnia. “ . . . American Serbs, Croats
and Balkan Muslims are few in number and split by the same religious and
ethnic differences that divide the combatants in splintered remains of
Yugoslavia.”104 Therefore, they did not comprise a strong electoral force.
Indeed, with the 1996 presidential election looming, the administration and
its congressional supporters were more concerned that the public would agree
with House Speaker Newt Gingrich who asserted, “Bosnia is the worst humil-
iation for the Western democracies since the 1930s.”105 Clinton was being
increasingly and more effectively challenged by the Republican presidential
candidate, Senator Dole, who was using the failures of the Bosnia policy to
confront Clinton on his general management of foreign affairs; he had forced
Clinton to use the veto against the bill to lift and strike. According to one State
Department official, “Bob Dole made a difference based on his moral out-
rage.”106 He was joined by other legislators who had visited Bosnia and had
“the individual temperament and agenda” to keep the spotlight on Bosnia.

Perhaps the Serb American lobbies were effective in that the arms embargo
was never lifted, and they were able to hold onto most of their conquests. Yet
the United States did play a decisive role in the air strikes against the Serbs, and
ultimately ensured that they were denied their irredentist aims. In the end, nei-
ther side was able to mobilize their ethnic groups to have a profound influence
on the U.S. decision to support or not to support partition. The arguments pre-
sented by the interest groups either caused greater frustration and confusion or
were employed to justify positions that had been adopted for reasons that had
nothing to do with support for any ethnic group. Certainly, realpolitik and other
considerations—including the three other variables tested by this study—
outweighed moral outrage or affinity for one ethnic group over the others.
Ethnic group lobbies were not able to have a direct impact on the policy-
making process. Their role was peripheral or contextual. As one State
Department official expressed it, ethnic lobby group pressure was “more impor-
tant than the demonstration effect, but hard to measure.”107 Its effect was 
felt in the public domain, where arguments were vented via the media and the
associated congressional process. Though certain members of Congress were
swayed by one group or another, Congress never played a pivotal role. It did not
even have a positive agenda (advocating specific policies, rather than arguing
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against the administration strategy) at least not until 1994. Even then the
administration rendered its actions ineffective, via the presidential veto, and by
dint of the fact that the executive branch possessed the initiative in managing
such a complex foreign policy challenge, upon which the future of the trans-
atlantic alliance rested.

Conclusion

Both the Bush and Clinton administrations refused to support the partition
of Bosnia, while the European allies were ambivalent on this issue. Once the
United States had followed the European lead and recognized Bosnia as a
sovereign state, at no time did Washington seriously and publicly entertain
the notion of dismembering the state to satisfy the Serbs and Croats. The
Europeans also never publicly advocated revoking Bosnian sovereignty 
or dividing the state, although Paris, London, and Bonn were in favor of
diluting Sarajevo’s sovereignty, and probably would have acceded to parti-
tion. In the final analysis, the United States forced a compromise upon the
Europeans and the parties to the war. Dayton balanced pragmatic security
imperatives and international principles of human rights and justice. In
1994–95, the transatlantic position solidified—neither the United States nor
its allies supported the partition of Bosnia.

The U.S. government consistently verbalized a desire to prevent the con-
flict from spreading regionally. It demonstrated its concern by stationing
troops in Macedonia and warning Belgrade against military operations in
Kosovo. Yet, the United States took little action to prevent the escalation of
the conflict within Bosnia proper. The puny NATO air strikes of 1994 were
barely effective, and when the longer-lasting bombardment of the Serbs
occurred in 1995, this was aimed at bringing the Serbs to the negotiating
table, not at settling the conflict on the battlefield. Members of the U.S. gov-
ernment did express distaste for Vance–Owen, because it was fueling further
warfare, as the ethnic groups forced the situation on the ground to resemble
the maps being drawn by the diplomats or to bring about a fait accompli and
send the cartographers back to work. Still, the United States never officially
disavowed Vance–Owen, and Dayton is a derivation of this and subsequent
plans. U.S. concerns about continuation or escalation of the conflict and
existing or potential humanitarian conditions were not sufficient until 1994
to elicit a robust U.S. policy in favor of de facto partition. The United States
only began demonstrating active, as opposed to rhetorical, concern about
any escalation or continuation of the war, when the NATO alliance and U.S.
credibility were threatened, and U.S. military involvement appeared
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unavoidable. Though it took three years, it was this concern about the con-
flict continuing and perhaps spreading that ultimately propelled the United
States to set a clear policy advocating de facto partition and to forge a con-
sensus with its allies centered on this policy.

U.S. policy was, however, not exclusively based on the desire for a rapid
end to the conflict. If it had been, U.S. policymakers might have expressed
support for partition especially during 1992–93 when, arguably, the quick-
est end to the war would have been allowing the Serbs and Croats to con-
solidate their military victories, and effectively dividing the territory into two
or three parts (if the Bosnian Muslims lived to defend themselves or did not
become refugees). There were loud advocates for this strategy outside the
administration and overseas, but it was roundly rejected by the U.S. govern-
ment based on a combination of concerns about justice, human rights, and
a demonstration effect.

While the United States did not support partition, Washington also did
not take direct action, with the exception of the stationing of troops in
Macedonia, to address a potential demonstration effect at any time.
Washington did not go to great lengths to explain to other inspiring seces-
sionists or the world audience, why Bosnia must be preserved based on the
theory that partitioning Bosnia would encourage other partitions. U.S. 
policymakers had some concern that ethnic leaders in the Soviet Union, and
then Russia, might become emboldened if Bosnia were dismembered, but
this didn’t drive their policy toward Bosnia. Finally, ethnic lobby groups con-
tributed to confusion and dissension regarding the issues, and reinforced the
U.S. desire to allow the Europeans to take the lead. They may have con-
tributed to the inertia of 1991–94, but no one group or combination of
groups exerted enough influence over the Clinton administration to force the
government to espouse their platform.
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CHAPTER 5

Conclusions

Introduction

T he examples discussed in the preceding pages demonstrate that the
primary concern of U.S. decisionmakers in the 1990s who were
faced with separatism was regional stability. Relationships with

allied countries, which effectively bolstered the primary objective, came next,
and fear of demonstration effects and lobbying by ethnic groups had mar-
ginal to no impact. Whether the decision is to support a secessionist group,
to withhold support, or even to oppose it, in the first order U.S. policymak-
ers will scrutinize the potential impact on geostrategic interests. Since allied
states and expanding conflict have the most immediate potential negative or
positive impact on U.S. interests, these factors are most significant. The ram-
ifications of a potential demonstration effect or pressures exerted by lobby
groups, are of less immediate or direct concern and are not generally decisive.

The decision to support or not support partition, is not usually adopted
to copy the policy of an ally and/or the dominant regional power. The
United States will not make such decisions based on this one factor alone,
and such a policy is not simply reflexive. Instead, an administration factors
this into its decisionmaking process, but if it comes to a conclusion that is
somewhat different from its allies—either more negative or more positive—
it engages them in a process aimed at synchronizing policies. The three 
examples studied here, however, do not provide evidence concerning what
the United States would do if an ally were firmly opposed to its initial or
definitive position.

In the case of Iraq, the Turkish government clearly opposed the establish-
ment of an independent state for the Kurds on their southeastern border.
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Though President Ozal was broadminded and had enough foresight to rec-
ognize that independence for Iraqi Kurds could be managed to Turkey’s
advantage, at the time there was little he could do to convince the Turkish
general staff and the political–military establishment of this. The climate was
not right, and Ozal’s liberalization measures were hardly sufficient to turn the
momentum toward accommodation of Kurds, domestically or internationally.

Turkey clearly opposed the partition of Iraq, and this position would not
have been easy to alter. The Bush administration would have had to conduct
considerable lobbying to convince the Turks that the Kurdish and Shi’a
uprisings should be supported, because they would lead to the removal of
Saddam Hussein. Only a U.S. guarantee of military intervention—or acqui-
escence to Turkish intervention—to secure victory for Saddam’s opponents
and to manage events so that Ankara’s interests were protected, could 
have potentially forced a change in Turkish policy. The United States was not
prepared to do so. The Bush officials were eager to bring the troops back
home as rapidly as they could and to avoid additional costly and troubling
engagements. The administration recognized that the clear-cut Gulf War vic-
tory could not be replicated here. Involvement in an Iraqi civil war would
have had unforeseen consequences and was contrary to the idealized
American conception of war, which is characterized by brief campaigns and
decisive or overwhelming victories.1 Not insignificantly, General Powell, 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had publicly endorsed pursuing
only such wars in his “Powell Doctrine,” which linked vital national security
interests with popular support and use of overwhelming force.

Allowing the Turkish army to assume a semipermanent presence in north-
ern Iraq was equally unacceptable to the U.S. government. In the post–Gulf
War period during 1991, the Bush administration was actively engaged in
reinvigorating the dormant Arab–Israeli peace process. At the same time,
Washington was securing basing rights in Saudi Arabia. Condoning, and
even encouraging, a Turkish invasion of an Arab country might have 
jeopardized these diplomatic and security initiatives.

In Bosnia, the U.S. government opposed partition, but the European
allies were ambivalent. There were serious differences among the European
states regarding Bosnia policy and never any Europe-wide agreement that
partition should be opposed. The Europeans were not adamantly opposed to
partition nor were they clearly in favor of it. More to the point, many of the
U.S. policymakers did not perceive the Europeans to be opposed to parti-
tion. An official who was posted in the U.S. Embassy in Bonn and at NATO
headquarters during the early 1990s, and then served as Chief of Mission in
Sarajevo in 1996, maintained that the Europeans would have been just as
happy to partition Bosnia, as they were to keep it unified.2
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Nonetheless, the United States made a concerted effort for three years to
coordinate policy and prevent divergences in opinion over Bosnia from
spoiling transatlantic cooperation. The position of the allies did matter to the
United States, because neither the Bush nor the Clinton administrations
wanted to act unilaterally. Indeed, even in refraining, they wanted their allies
beside them. Ultimately, the relationship with the allies and the desire to pro-
tect European stability and security forced the United States to act, and to find
a compromise not only among the Bosnians but also between themselves and
their European allies. The position of the Europeans was always significant,
because if U.S. policy deviated too strongly from that of its allies, NATO—the
only operational strategic alliance—might fail. This danger became greater
over time, as the media and the public pressed indignantly for action to stop
the killing, questioning the relevance of a military alliance that would not
address the gravest immediate security challenge of the day.

While the European positions were clearly important, they did not 
affect the substance of U.S. policy. If the Europeans had openly favored par-
tition, the United States would not have done so. Given the strong feelings
within the cabinet regarding the Muslim genocide and the impact of U.S.
policy on relations with the Islamic world, it is most likely that the United
States would have worked with the allies to devise a compromise or win 
them over to the U.S. position. The main point is that U.S. and European
policy had to be synchronized in order to develop an executable multilateral
response. The Clinton administration determined that this was necessary in
order to stop the conflict and prevent it from spreading. The ambivalent
position of the Europeans made it possible for the Americans to effectively
exert pressure and devise an agreement that was acceptable to the allies. Both
sides had to concede something, either in the name of stability or of justice.
Dayton was probably the most blatant compromise over sovereignty of the
late twentieth century. The U.S. position differed from the European one,
but because it was not in definitive opposition, the Americans were able to
forge a compromise with their allies.

In the case of Ethiopia, the U.S. policy was to support partition and 
the creation of Eritrea, while its European allies were indifferent to, and the
Israelis were not opposed to, partition. In truth, the Europeans were irrele-
vant because they didn’t enter the discussion in any significant fashion. 
The July conference resulted in a coordination of policy among the EPRDF,
EPLF, and the U.S. government. Though the British facilitated the meeting
in London, they maintained only an observer status. Meanwhile, the Israelis
allowed the United States to take the lead on policy toward the Horn, 
especially once they knew the remaining Ethiopian Jews would be allowed 
to emigrate to Israel. If anything, the Israelis leaned toward withholding 
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partition from the Eritreans for traditional geostrategic reasons, and because
they expected cooperation from the Mengistu regime. The United States
took a unilateral stance but faced no objection from the Israelis. Indeed,
Washington and events on the ground managed to convince them that this
was the only practical outcome.

The position of allies is a somewhat significant factor in the U.S. decision
to support or not support partition. However, the three cases discussed here
provide no evidence that an ally’s position results in the United States accept-
ing the same position. Indeed, in the Bosnian case, the United States refused
to accede to partition. The United States refrained from any decisive action
during the Bush and early Clinton administrations until it appeared that
European security and stability would be threatened. Once the decision was
made to dedicate U.S. prestige and power to maintaining the sovereignty of
Bosnia, Washington worked assiduously with London, Bonn, and Paris to
ensure that the European efforts would not operate at cross-purposes with
U.S. policy. The United States made the necessary compromises to ensure
that the parties to the conflict and those Europeans who were sympathetic to
the Croats and Serbs were sufficiently satisfied, but insisted on preserving the
state of Bosnia and Hercegovina.

The Fear of Spillover or Continued Conflict

Of the four considerations affecting U.S. policy discussed in this volume, the
fear of spillover or continued conflict had the strongest qualitative impact.
The outcomes in each instance substantiate assertions that as a status quo
power the United States regards civil conflicts as threatening to stability, and
therefore negatively impacting national interest. This is particularly true in
Europe and the Middle East, areas of long-standing U.S. strategic interest.
However, in the first half of the 1990s, Washington and its allies adopted a
more global interest in fostering stability as they perceived a potential for
multilateral efforts through a newly invigorated post–Cold War international
(almost synonymous with the UN) system.

No longer driven by the fear that the Soviet Union would exploit civil or
regional conflicts, the U.S. government appeared to fear general instability as
states broke into smaller sovereign entities. In the absence of any formal,
internationally accepted mechanism to govern the disintegration of states,
the United States has been quick to discourage secession. Washington was
loathe to fully exploit secessionist movements (like the Kurdish one) for its
own interests, fearful that the process might spin out of control.
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It is usually difficult to isolate the motivation to protect stability from the
humanitarian impulse. However, the United States rarely acts out of purely
humanitarian motives. Thus, the fear of renewed and continued conflict 
usually stems from the desire to avoid spillover and regional destabilization.
Concerns about human plight are less urgent, but nevertheless are often
incorporated into exhortations for action. If the United States perceives that
a conflict can be contained, as in the case of Bosnia during the initial years
of the conflict, it appears less likely that the United States will formulate
either a positive or negative policy regarding partition. Only when contain-
ment is failing is Washington compelled to act. Fear of regional or even
global instability is stronger than the fear that more innocent people will die;
moral and ideological interests do not often get addressed before tangible
security interests. The implication of this analysis is that policy is only for-
mulated once it has reached crisis proportions. Thus, a strategy to manage
the conflict is only hammered out when the administration is forced to do
so—another example of the U.S. propensity to run foreign policy as a series
of responses to crises.3

In the case of Iraq, the Bush administration feared that the break up of
the state would not be peaceful. Based on consultations with the Turkish gov-
ernment, U.S. officials expected Turkey to take military action to secure sta-
bility and/or fill a power vacuum, in the event that Ankara deemed it
necessary. In order to maintain an economically and a politically viable state,
the Kurds would require assistance from the Turkish government. Yet, it was
not clear whether all the Kurdish factions would cooperate with Ankara.
Moreover, it was highly probable that Iran and Syria would attempt to
exploit the instability resulting from a de jure partition to secure natural
resources (such as oil and water), and make a bid for regional hegemony. The
breakup of Iraq would have imperiled the balance-of-power in the region,
especially if the United States did not offer some type of security guarantee
to a new Kurdish state.

The prime motivation in the Iraq case had to do with the fear that con-
flict would flare up between the Iraqi army and the Kurds, or between one
or more Kurdish factions and the Turkish army, or among the states border-
ing Iraq. Humanitarian motivations were sufficient to provoke a U.S. mili-
tary response to contain the instability in northern Iraq and prevent spillover
of the conflict into Turkey. However, concern about the well-being of the
Kurds did not extend beyond the immediate desire to assist the refugees.
Once the Kurds were no longer refugees or displaced persons, and no longer
threatened Turkish domestic stability, the United States was content to leave
them in the state of Iraq. Washington recognized that de facto partition was
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required in order for the coalition troops to be able to bring the refugees
home. The Iraqi army had to be removed from the area; they could not be
permitted to threaten the coalition, and only their absence would convince
civilians that their villages were safe. De facto partition was a means to insure
stability. De jure partition, on the other hand, would only breed conflict and
more humanitarian disasters. De facto partition was easier for the U.S. gov-
ernment to accept and to justify based on military expediency, especially
since it did not involve any permanent political or strategic changes.
International borders remained unaltered, and Iraqi sovereignty over the 
territory was operationally impeded, but not eliminated.

In Bosnia, the fear of continued conflict or spillover was a—if not the—
primary factor driving the decision not to support the partition of the state.
Granting the Croats and Serbs the right or ability to achieve their irredentist
aims would have had destabilizing effects in neighboring Balkan states, such
as Macedonia, and Serbia, and in eastern Europe in general. Here, the
demonstration effect acted to support the fear of spillover. The Clinton
administration by 1995 clearly anticipated the possibility that partitioning
Bosnia would encourage other groups in ethnically polarized states to
attempt a partition of their respective states. Thus, it was feared that the
Albanians in Kosovo or Macedonia would be emboldened to press for inde-
pendence or union with Albania. The struggle over this territory was
expected to involve the Greeks, Bulgarians, and Turks, who have historical
claims on Macedonian territory. Any military confrontation between the
Greeks and Turks would fuel the already tense standoff between the two
states and spell the end of a viable NATO southern flank. It was clearly not
in the U.S. interest to allow two NATO allies to come to blows and thereby
potentially undermine the alliance itself.

The fear of continued conflict in this case derived its impact from the
desire to preserve stability and security on the European continent.
Humanitarian concerns were expressed verbally from 1992 to 1995, but they
were never sufficient to bring the United States to take a definitive stand on
partition. There was a definite policy slant in favor of the Bosnian Muslims
and the government in Sarajevo, and this was largely fueled by disgust at the
tactics first utilized by the Serbs—ethnic cleansing and genocide. Elements
of the U.S. government opposed Vance–Owen on the grounds that it would
reward the aggressors, and there was an attempt by the United States to dis-
tance itself from the evenhanded (but morally neutral) European approach.
However, until the United States brokered the Federation and began 
to support the arming and training of the Croat and Muslim armed forces,
no action was taken either in support of or in opposition to partition. 
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Once strategic interests were threatened, the United States acted firmly in
favor of the underdog—with whom it had sympathized anyway. The deter-
mination that dividing the state would create more conflict that would
spread to neighboring states was decisive. The fact that the decision looked
more just and morally defensible than granting the Serbs and Croats their
irredentist aims undoubtedly made adopting the policy easier. The negative
U.S. policy vis-à-vis secession also made an easier sell with the American
press and those who viewed the old multiethnic Bosnian state as somehow
like the poly-cultural United States. (Nonetheless, the press and pundits still
criticized the de facto partition for giving the Serbs and Croats too much
autonomy.)

In the case of Ethiopia, the U.S. administration determined that partition
would actually put an end to the civil war and prevent any further conflict.
Partition was supported in order to end conflict. Indeed, this objective
exerted the strongest, decisive influence. Other factors received attention and
were considered, but the decision to partition was made in order to eliminate
conflict. The United States did not act out of principle. International law was
barely relevant to the policymakers—it was utilized to justify a decision that
was made based on pure pragmatism. Likewise, humanitarian concerns were
evident (although more prevalent in the legislature than in the cabinet) but
war, famine, and drought were not new to the Horn. It was the opportunity
to end a conflict that enticed the United States to act, along with the nega-
tive example of Somalia and Liberia; the latter demonstrated that without a
rapid negotiated settlement and acceptance of a military fait accompli, the
entire system of governance could be imperiled. The complex ethnic com-
position of Ethiopia and its authoritarian legacy, were regarded by the United
States as an invitation for continuing civil war. In this instance, accepting
continued conflict was regarded as tantamount to acquiescence in the col-
lapse of the Ethiopian state.

The Bush administration was clearly interested in reaping the rewards of
the demise of the Cold War system, in part by improving conditions on the
African continent. Though not all cabinet members agreed that the United
States should become involved in political–military transitions in Africa,
President Bush’s concept of a “New World Order” implied that this would
occur. Indeed, he authorized a U.S.-led military operation in Somalia, pred-
icated entirely upon humanitarianism. With regard to Ethiopia, the United
States had demonstrated humanitarian concern since the famine of the
1980s, and U.S.-based NGOs were active in the Horn. Yet, it was not until
the Soviet and Ethiopian governments appealed to Washington that the
administration recognized the opportunity to act constructively and not
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until chaos hit Monrovia and Mogadishu that the potential consequences of
inaction became evident. At little cost, the United States was able to
implement a policy that fostered peace. The fact that the same policy 
supported partition was almost beside the point. There was no particular
affinity within the administration for the Eritreans or their cause, although
they clearly benefited from comparison with the hated “communist”
Mengistu regime. Washington’s recognition of the EPRDF as the successor
regime was the real policy decision. Since the EPRDF and EPLF had already
agreed on partition, the United States accepted it almost by recognizing the
new government. The United States was able to influence the modalities of
the partition process, but the decision to support partition was no more than
the acceptance of partition. The United States accepted the fait accompli
because to oppose it would have meant certain unrest. Only accepting parti-
tion would bring peace.

The Demonstration Effect

Fear of the demonstration effect was not found in the Iraq case, was briefly
expressed in the Ethiopia case, and played a supporting role in the Bosnia
case. Overall, the effect of this variable was very weak, strengthening the
observation that Washington makes such policy decisions on a case-by-case
basis. Where concerns about consistency are raised, they are done so with an
eye to the potential restrictions that the appearance of a precedent might have
on other current or future policies. The cases, happily, demonstrated no ten-
dency to embrace consistency for consistency’s sake. The context mattered in
each case, and consistency was never treated as a principle in itself. The
demonstration effect was not a factor in determining the policy to be
adopted, unless it was linked to a stronger concern—the fear of renewed or
continued conflict.

There was a fear within the Bush and Clinton administrations that sanc-
tioning the partition of Bosnia would have led other ethnic groups in the
Yugoslav successor states, as well as other parts of eastern Europe, to attempt
to forcibly win their sovereign states. This perception that a demonstration
effect was likely, however, derived its true strength from the fear of contin-
ued conflict and spillover. The notion that other groups in the region might
be emboldened by a partition of Bosnia produced the spectre of expanded
fighting and refugee flows that would destabilize Europe.

During the Bush administration there was also a strong fear that 
the breakup of Yugoslavia would cause the territorial collapse of the 
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Soviet Union. Such a potential development was accepted as negative, given
the Soviet nuclear capability and general perception that state dissolution
spelled chaos. In time, however, once the breakup of the USSR had proven
relatively peaceful, the U.S. government became less concerned about the
demonstration effect. By 1994, the U.S. fears were, for the most part,
restricted to the Balkan region. The Russian government—part of the
Contact Group—remained worried about possible domestic demonstration
effects, but the United States did not embrace such concerns about the
Russian federation. The demonstration effect, in this case, was entirely
regional; it was restricted to the Balkans. There is no evidence that the U.S.
administration worried that a partition in Bosnia would encourage would-be
secessionists or central governments on other continents or other regions in
Europe, to adopt strategies that might harm U.S. interests.

However, the fear of a demonstration effect did play a role in the U.S.
decision not to support the partition of Bosnia. It derived some influence
from its connection with the fear of spillover. The outcome of the expected
demonstration effect was likely to be continued and expanded regional 
conflict—something that was unacceptable to the U.S. government. In
short, it was feared that the demonstration effect would bring immediate
conflict to adjoining states in the Balkans, such as Macedonia and Serbia. In
addition, there were other contextual elements in the Bosnia case that con-
tributed to the significance of this variable. First, the Bosnian conflict
received a tremendous amount of media coverage, which made it more pos-
sible that other groups would be making comparisons between themselves
and the Serbs and Croats. The international coverage increased the possibil-
ity that governments and groups in countries quite distant from the Balkans
would derive lessons from the U.S. response and adjust their strategies in
ways that might fuel instability. Second, the Bosnian conflict spanned the
course of three years, so there was plenty of time for groups to study the
dynamic between the conflict and U.S. policy. Moreover, the media coverage
did not drop off over time—it increased as the humanitarian costs mounted.
Finally, by 1993 there was an awareness in the U.S. policymaking commu-
nity that formulating U.S. responses to separatism was a critical challenge
that promised to keep the U.S. government occupied for the remainder of
the decade and beyond. The Clinton administration appreciated the nature
of the problem and the potential pitfalls of flawed policy. Though there is no
evidence that the government attempted to fashion a consistent policy
regarding partition, it would have felt the pressure by the press and lobby
groups to do so. Thus, the administration could have expected any decision
in the Bosnia case to be treated as precedent.
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In the case of Ethiopia, Secretary Baker feared that the press might point
out inconsistencies and add to the pressure the German government 
was placing on him to accept the partition of Yugoslavia. Though there 
was apprehension that conflict would continue in the Balkans, the Bush
administration opposed that partition mainly based on the fear that the
Soviet Union might be similarly dissolved, with civil war erupting in a
nuclear state. Yet even Baker’s concerns were swept aside. They did not
become grounds for a reversal of U.S. policy. No connection was ever pub-
licly made between U.S. policy in Ethiopia, Bosnia, Iraq, or elsewhere
beyond the African continent. And at the time there was no evidence that
Ambassador Cohen and his superiors worried about an African demonstra-
tion effect. From their perspective, Ethiopia was a special case and a positive
test for the New World Order, for proactive U.S. policy aimed at achieving
regional and global stability. Congress did raise the issue retroactively, but
there was little indication that this was done in order to force a shift in U.S.
policy. Moreover, the congressional role in setting policy vis-à-vis Eritrean
independence was nil. Congress could do no more than pressure the admin-
istration to reverse its policy after the London Conference, and due to evi-
dent policy success this was unlikely and indeed did not occur. In any event,
the conditions the Eritrean rebels enjoyed are rare, and it would be extremely
difficult for any secessionist movement to replicate their success. The key
ingredient was their effective alliance with the successor government, the
EPRDF leadership. This guaranteed a peaceful partition and, coupled with
Eritrea’s unique history, convinced the powerful United States, other African
states, and the international community to accept the creation of Eritrea.

In Iraq, the question of a demonstration effect never arose. This was largely
due to the fact that at the time, U.S. policymakers did not anticipate the
dilemma of state dissolution that they would be facing in the Balkans only
months later. They clearly assessed the situation based entirely upon the 
circumstances in Iraq. There was very little fear that U.S. policy would be
precedent-setting. The U.S. government did not consider that partitioning
Iraq would lead to a regional or global demonstration effect, so the decision not
to support partition was not related and could not have been motivated by it.

The Ethnic Interest Group Lobbying

The role of ethnic lobby groups was insignificant in shaping U.S. policy
toward partition in Iraq, Ethiopia, and Bosnia. The ethnic lobby groups with
an interest in the political and territorial fate of Iraq were very weak and
therefore exercised very little influence on the administration or on Congress.
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Yet even if there had been more Kurdish, Turkish, and/or Iraqi Americans
with key supporters on Capitol Hill, it is unlikely that they would have influ-
enced the fundamental course of U.S. policy. The Kurdish question touched
upon geostrategic interests in a region of tremendous importance to the
United States, and the Bush administration, operating on a realist philoso-
phy, generally took a tougher stance on secessionist movements.

The Bush administration’s predilection against partition also formulated
the backdrop to the decision in the case of Ethiopia. However, even in this
case, where the outcome was favorable to the secessionists, the influence of
ethnic lobby groups was extremely weak. The Ethiopian- and Eritrean
Americans were not particularly well organized and they did not enjoy the
benefit of strong support from key legislators. There was very little profile for
the issue of Eritrean independence. What little attention the area received,
had to do with the resettlement of the Ethiopian Jews, not with the question
of the relative merits of Eritrean secession. No ethnic lobby group was
demonstrably strong or stronger than the other. The potential influence of
Ethiopian Americans and Eritrean Americans canceled themselves out.
Neither group appeared stronger than the other, and it was regardless of their
respective positions that U.S. policy came out in favor of partition.

In 1991, the role of ethnic lobby groups on national security issues was
weak, with the exception of the Jewish, Greek, and Cuban interest groups.
From that year forward, however, this began to change and was particularly
evident in the case of the Eastern European American lobbies, attempt 
to influence U.S. policy regarding the expansion of NATO. As part of this
trend and an outgrowth of the longer duration of the Bosnia conflict, ethnic
lobby groups tied to the Bosnia case were more organized and active than in
the other cases. However, they were also unable to exert any significant influ-
ence on U.S. policy. There too, the Serb and Croat lobby groups were almost
equally weak. (The Croats were somewhat stronger but their priorities had
to do with the Serb–Croat conflict rather than the situation in Bosnia.)
Neither the Croats nor Serbs had the money, votes, or allies, to be able 
to decisively influence a U.S. policy outcome. If anything, their shrill, 
impassioned rhetoric hurt their cases.

In addition, while the Bosnian Muslims had the support of key congress-
people, such as Senator Bob Dole, there was effectively no ethnic Bosnian
Muslim lobby group. The Bosnian Muslim perspective gained more political
adherents in Washington than the other parties to the conflict, without the
benefit of an ethnic lobby group. It was the human rights lobby and the
efforts of influential U.S. citizens who were concerned about the genocide of
Bosnian Muslims, which won the support of key legislators. They worked
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with the press to reinforce public opinion against the Serbs (the chief 
aggressors) and the partition of the state of Bosnia and Hercegovina. The
nonethnic lobby groups made a difference, and Congress stepped into the
void while the Clinton administration dithered. Senate Republican opposi-
tion to administration policy and the strong advocacy of lift and strike were
a source of pressure on the Clinton cabinet. Congressional initiatives com-
bined with the other concerns examined here, forced the United States to act
more decisively—to plot “the end-game.” Yet again, this was unrelated to
ethnic lobby group influence. The Bosnian lobby was based on humanitar-
ian concern, not ethnic affiliation or geostrategic calculations. Thus, ethnic
lobby groups were not a serious political force even concerning Bosnia,
where they had more time and opportunity to exploit the media and the
access to Congress, to their advantage.

Conclusion

The preceding pages provide further evidence that U.S. policy regarding par-
tition is driven mainly by geostrategic concerns and that Washington will
oppose partition if policymakers determine that it will lead to more conflict.
In addition, if the senior members of the U.S. government perceive partition
as a threat to stability and a precursor to humanitarian disaster, it is highly
probable that U.S. allies and/or the dominant regional power share this per-
ception. In the early to mid-1990s, U.S. policy tended to preserve the status
quo, most notably in the form of existing sovereign boundaries. However,
the desire for stability could not be entirely separated from humanitarian
concerns, since conflict breeds suffering, and U.S. policymakers often uti-
lized both realist and humanitarian arguments to justify action or inaction.
In addition, U.S. policy was particularly resistant toward U.S.-led military
intervention to secure partition. The United States was more likely to employ
troops to prevent de jure partition, and was willing to compromise much of
the substance of sovereignty in exchange for acceptance of de facto partition.
Nonetheless, if partition appeared to be the means toward achieving peace,
Washington was prepared to work for it diplomatically or just to accept it.

Of the four factors influencing U.S. policy toward partition that have
been discussed here, only two demonstrated strong relevance. A third is only
slightly significant, and a fourth factor was not significant at all. In all three
cases there was a demonstrated relationship between the fear of spillover or
continued conflict and U.S. policy. Written and oral evidence points to this
variable as the key motivation for policy one way or another. In the case of
Bosnia and Iraq it worked to deny secessionists their goals—U.S. policy did
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not support the partition of the states. In Ethiopia the fear of continued 
conflict operated to support the development of a policy that was positively
oriented toward partition. In this case the relationship between the desire to
end conflict and the partition policy was particularly strong. Not only did
the United States not expect partition to lead to conflict, but Washington’s
assessment was that accepting the partition would quell existing conflict and
bring peace.

The second most influential factor was the position of allies and/or the
dominant regional state. In Iraq the influence of the allies was strong, but
closely linked to the fear of continued conflict. Turkey feared conflict in 
the event of partition, and based its opposition on this potential scenario.
The Turkish position was a key factor in determining Washington’s negative
orientation toward partition.

In Ethiopia the position of allies was slightly significant. The only ally
with a real interest in the Horn was Israel, and its position essentially 
mirrored that of the United States. Yet, Israel was not decidedly in favor of the
partition of Ethiopia. Tel Aviv, like Washington, held out hope for a federal
solution and only shifted its position at the urging of the U.S. government.
Therefore, the position of Israel was too closely aligned and influenced by the
United States to operate as a truly independent variable. With regard to Bosnia,
the allies had an ambivalent position toward partition, with the U.S. opposed
to granting the Croat and Serb irredentists, their objectives. Eventually, a 
territorial and political compromise was found without partitioning the state.
In the final analysis, however, a true test of the impact of the position of allies
would involve an ally that was strongly opposed to U.S. policy.

The marginal impact of a feared demonstration effect on U.S. policy
appears to indicate that the U.S. government is not concerned with precedent,
and regards one region in isolation from another. International law is utilized,
as in the Ethiopian case, to justify a course of action that has already been
selected based on pragmatic geopolitical considerations. There was no evi-
dence in any of these cases of any attempt to apply Wilsonian principles of
self-determination. In fact, the interests of the states involved were at the heart
of each decision regarding partition. Even in Ethiopia, the decision to support
Eritrean independence was taken in part based on the assumption that this
outcome would be best in the short- and long run for the Ethiopian state.

Finally, the irrelevance of the ethnic interest groups indicate that domes-
tic ethnic pressure groups—even when they are a part of international 
networks—are not a significant factor in the process of making foreign pol-
icy. They might shape the dialogue, successfully confusing the policy debate
by asserting moral equivalence between the parties to the conflict. Yet, even
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if they win over powerful legislators, that is, those who set the legislative
agendas, their indirect impact is limited. Congressional advocates of one side
or another are also restricted in their ability to pressure the administration on
foreign policy issues, particularly those that involve clear geostrategic
interests. Nonetheless, none of the relevant ethnic interest groups were truly
powerful. Studies involving the Jewish or Israeli and Greek lobbies could
provide more information on the significance of ethnic lobby groups.

Ethnic conflict theory does not account for other factors that are specific
to the United States, but have some explanatory value in all three cases. One
of these is the role of media alone.4 The press does not set policy nor does it
usually have a direct impact, but like ethnic lobby groups it could potentially
help fashion a climate that is friendly or unfriendly toward partition. In the
case of Bosnia, Western journalists had a definite bias in favor of the Bosnian
Muslims and preservation of the multiethnic sovereign state of Bosnia and
Hercegovina. For the most part, reporters lived in Sarajevo with the war’s
most frequent victims, the weakest parties to the war. Their articles and
broadcasts influenced public opinion and fed the moral exasperation among
academics, legislators, and senior policymakers. From their perspective,
Bosnia could not be ignored, and justice required at least the minimum com-
promise that Dayton represented.

In the case of Iraq, the media provided much of the pressure forcing Bush
to take lifesaving action, however belatedly from the Kurdish perspective. It
gave the issue salience and the question of Kurdish self-determination has
become more public since the tragic flight into the mountains. Nonetheless,
media pressure was never sufficient to overcome other obstacles to a pro-
partition U.S. policy. In the case of Ethiopia the media was not a factor.
Media coverage was in general positively inclined toward U.S. policy, but 
did not exert any pressure prior to the U.S. decision simply because the U.S.
policy shift was unanticipated. Nonetheless, any examination of U.S. 
decisionmaking should include analysis of the impact of the media, even if it
only plays a marginal role much like ethnic lobby groups and the Congress.

Another element that is peculiar to the American experience is the legacy
of Vietnam–Beirut, and after 1993, Mogadishu. These perceived politi-
cal–military disasters, all resulted because policy was based on assumptions
fed by a fundamental misunderstanding of the civil conflict. Having recog-
nized the complexity of such conflict situations, many U.S. policymakers—
especially military officers of the Vietnam era—are loathe to commit new
errors and afraid of wasting America’s youth on fruitless causes. The Powell
Doctrine successfully inhibited involvement in military operations where
objectives were not clearly defined and the means were limited.
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Until Kosovo, the United States was unwilling in the post–Cold War era
to intervene to assist one side in a secessionist struggle. Yet, even in Kosovo,
the state was only partitioned de facto, and it is unlikely that such an 
operation will take place again in the near future. Intervention to help the
Albanians was based on both geopolitical and humanitarian considerations.
To a considerable extent, the United States and its allies took action out of a
desire to make amends for three years of disingenuous foot-dragging while
thousands of civilians died in Bosnia. Yet, the geostrategic reality was that the
U.S. government had determined that any military action by the Serbian
military in Kosovo would bring refugee flows and instability to Albania,
Macedonia, and perhaps beyond. Once the conflict began, the human exo-
dus surpassed any intelligence forecast and only reinforced the perspective
that intervention was required to prevent spillover. In addition, the demon-
stration effect was felt in this instance because the Bosnian Serbs and Croats
and Albanians in Macedonia were watching closely to see whether the
Albanians would achieve an independent Kosovar state. The Serbs and
Croats in Bosnia were prepared to use the Kosovo case as a precedent to jus-
tify further obstruction and possibly the violent dismantling of Dayton.

In all three examples discussed here, none of the U.S. policies necessitated
the use of U.S. military force to fight in a civil war. This was no coincidence.
Even if a partition had been deemed likely to quell conflict, the United States
would not have endorsed it if obtaining it would have required sending
troops into a hostile situation. The operations in Bosnia and Iraq were 
conducted in permissive or semi-permissive environments where the 
opponents were severely overpowered by allied forces. In Iraq, U.S. 
troops were also rapidly withdrawn, and the NATO operation in Bosnia 
was also only initially accepted by the U.S. Congress partly based on the
assurance that the operation would not last longer than a year. And in
Ethiopia, partition was the easy policy to endorse. The two parties had
already negotiated their divorce (or the annulment of their illegitimate
covenant) and appeared capable of enforcing it peacefully and without U.S.
military assistance.

The 1999 operation in Kosovo only slightly eroded the culture of resist-
ance to placing U.S. ground troops into theaters of operation characterized
by civil war. Indeed, at the onset of the NATO bombing campaign, President
Clinton actually ruled out ground operations. Only later when the bombing
operation was past the first few weeks—thereby lasting exponentially longer
than NATO allies expected—and not achieving Milosevic’s rapid 
surrender, was the potential need for a ground invasion publicly discussed.
This was however, more a tactic to increase pressure on Milosevic than 
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a reflection of strong allied determination to bring NATO infantry into
Kosovo to go head-to-head with the Yugoslav army.

The allied political leadership continually stressed that no ground inva-
sion was intended, and sought to fight what was a limited political campaign
with limited military means. On the other hand, the NATO commander of
the Kosovo operation, General Wesley Clark, argued that the military means
employed should not be limited. He utilized the Powell Doctrine to argue
against restrictions in resources and rules of engagement, but did not ques-
tion the limited political objective. Nonetheless, public resistance among the
policymaking community or the political elites, to intervening in a civil war
and fighting openly on one side was minimal. This tacit support for a war
driven by strategic and humanitarian objectives, but publicly characterized
more by the latter concern, was clearly a departure from contemporary U.S.
political–military experience. As such, it was facilitated by the guilt some
policymakers felt for not having acted sooner in Bosnia.

The debate over the proper role for the U.S. military as part of overall
policies to deal with failed states, foster democracy and most significantly—
post–September 11, 2001—defeat the Al Qaeda terrorist network, has not
abated. The current Bush administration’s National Security Strategy of pre-
emption could not be more aggressive, in the sense that it is offensively ori-
ented and proactive, rather than reactive. Yet, much of the controversy over
use of force in Iraq, Afghanistan, Philippines, and Colombia, to name the
most salient examples, still occurs in the shadow of the experience of
Vietnam and the perceived failures of the Clinton administration in
Mogadishu, Haiti, and Rwanda. In all of these cases military intervention
failed to satisfactorily address domestic ethnic (or “clan-based”) tensions.
These recent experiences as well as ongoing instability in Afghanistan and
Iraq, where there are substantial American commitments, ensure unabated
debate over U.S. policy toward secessionist movements and partition, to 
create new states for long-suffering and/or disgruntled ethnic groups.

Though the Bush administration appears more willing to intervene in 
certain states to dismantle weapons of mass destruction programs, destroy
terrorist networks, and to foster democracy, its agenda appears to follow the
traditional conservative approach that Washington has always had toward
partition and state formation. New states or irredentism is discouraged.
Thus, in preparation for war in Iraq, while the Bush administration was
quick to secure the assistance of Kurdish groups in northern Iraq, officials
also discouraged any Kurdish political agenda beyond political autonomy.
Moreover, it appears that U.S. officials, foremost among them, Deputy
Secretary of Defense Wolfowitz, are granting Turkey greater military 
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presence and control in northern Iraq. This would have been the price—
according to Wolfowitz speaking in 1999—for Turkish acquiescence to the
toppling of Saddam Hussein in 1991.

U.S. policy has come full circle in Iraq, but this time de facto partition is
likely to disappear, to be replaced—if Washington prevails—with some type
of federal solution or another means toward preserving some of the auton-
omy the Kurds have enjoyed for the last 12 years. On the Horn of Africa,
Ethiopia and Eritrea have now entered the tenth year of on-again, off-again
fighting over their common border. It would appear that partition has not
brought total peace. Yet, the alternative would have been far worse and might
have energized other ethnic groups like the Oromo to fight for a stronger
political voice. Indeed, the fact that the current dispute occurs between two
states has facilitated active UN involvement in efforts to stop the fighting
and find a solution.

Finally, in Bosnia, progress toward unitary government has been painstak-
ingly slow. Yet optimists note the Bosnian push to enter institutions—such
as the EU, and more importantly NATO—will necessitate the consolidation
of military, monetary, and other powers within the federal government. The
effect would be a further softening of the de facto partition, perhaps ulti-
mately erasing it, thereby rendering the Bosnian central government fully
sovereign and ultimately achieving the undiluted U.S. policy objective in
Bosnia—preserving a multiethnic state including territory where Serbs and
Croats comprise the majority.

If there is any underlying trend to be discerned by following develop-
ments related to the three cases studied here, as well as the situation in
Kosovo, it may be encapsulated by Shakespeare thus:

So we grew together,
Like to a double cherry, seeming parted,
But yet a union in partition,
Two lovely berries moulded on one stem.5

The American policy preference is to preserve the existing state system and
to withhold support from or prevent partition. It is only when faced with the
strong likelihood of increased or sustained conflict that partition may be sup-
ported by Washington as the “least worst” solution. But even then, if possible,
Washington will choose de facto partition over full partition. U.S. policy-
makers appear to prefer postponing a final resolution of the problem and 
providing some chance for future union of two or more seemingly separate
“berries molded on one stem.”
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