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Theory and Practice



Questions

• How do we think about human rights 
after widespread violations?

• What can we learn from a specific 
case: Bosnia-Herzegovina?



Theoretical Approaches

• Legalist

• Pragmatist

• Emotional

Adapted from Snyder & Vinjamuri (2003)





Bosnia-Herzegovina



Bosnia-Herzegovina



International Attention

• First use of the term “ethnic cleansing”

• The siege of Sarajevo

• The Massacre at Srebrenica



International Solutions:
The Dayton Peace Accords

• Internationally Brokered



International Solutions:
The Dayton Peace Accords

• Internationally Brokered

• Principle of “self-determination” with ethnic 
quotas



• Established to address genocide, war crimes, 
and crimes against humanity in Bosnia and 
Croatia

• Founded in May 1993, the first since 
Nuremberg and Tokyo

• Focus on Political and Military Indictments

• No “truth and justice” or reconciliation 
component in the mandate

International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY)



Radovan Karadžić
President of Bosnian Serb Republic

Ratko Mladić
Commander of the Bosnian Serb Army

Slobodan Milošević
President of Yugoslavia/President of Serbia



Biljana Plavšić
• President of Bosnian Serb 

Republic
• Charges:

• Genocide
• Extermination
• Murder
• Persecutions on political, 

racial and religious grounds
• Forced deportation
• Violation of the Geneva 

Conventions

• Voluntarily Submitted to 
Court

• Took a Plea Bargain



Video: Biljana Plavšić

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRZo7h-phbk

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRZo7h-phbk


Biljana Plavšić

• “I sacrificed myself. I have done nothing 
wrong. I pleaded guilty to crimes against 
humanity so I could bargain for the other 
charges. If I hadn’t, the trial would have 
lasted three, three and-a-half years. 
Considering my age that wasn't an option.”

• “So when I looked at all that was going on in 
front of the Hague tribunal, I said at least I 
should do something for myself. At least I 
don’t have to sit there and listen to false 
witnesses.”

Taken from Subotić 2012



Biljana Plavšić



Has the ICTY Changed Attitudes?

Source: Kostić 2012



Mothers of Srebrenica
• 6,000 women: relatives of 

men and boys killed in 
Srebrenica

• A coordinated local human 
rights organization, 
originally centered around 
ICTY prosecutions

• Promoting Human Rights 
norms in pursuit of 
accountability

• Eventually accused the UN 
of human rights violations

Munira Subašić



Jakob Finci
• Director of the Civil Service 

Agency of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bosnian 
Ambassador to Switzerland

• Head of “La Benevolencija”

• Plaintiff in Sejdić and Finci v. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 
European Court of Human Rights

• Received judgement that Bosnian 
Constitution violated European 
Convention on Human Rights ban 
on Discrimination and Free 
Elections



Putting Bosnia in Context

• Iraq
• Self-Determination as prevention of future human rights 

abuses
• War crimes tribunals took place in a context of de-

Baʽathification, rather than an international human rights 
court

• Nepal
• Peace agreement between two sides, observed by UN mission
• Transitional justice left to the newly elected government

• Colombia
• 5 seats guaranteed Congressional Representation for FARC, 

and funding for party development
• Amnesty for all but the most serious war crimes abuses
• Reduced sentences and “special treatment,” for those who 

confess their involvement, provide reparations to victims, and 
show remorse


