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Dutch Peacekeepers and Host Environments
in the Balkans: An Ethnographic Perspective

LIORA SION

This article focuses on the ways in which Dutch peacekeepers in Bosnia (SFOR8) and
Kosovo (KFOR2) in 1999–2000 perceived local populations and host countries. It analyses
the tension between military combat socialization and peacekeeping missions through
ethnographic fieldwork and by borrowing tools from tourism and expatriate theories.
Derived from the ‘tourist space’ concept, soldiers construct a spurious ‘peacekeeping
space’, which confirms their combat and masculine beliefs that the contrived images
which the military establishment has created in the first place are borne out by the
reality of the deployment.

Considering the abundant literature published on peacekeeping operations, it is
surprising how little attention is generally paid to the ways in which peacekeepers
experience these missions. This may have to do with the fact that most of the exist-
ing research derives from international relations theories and tends to focus on the
macro-level and ignore the cultural aspects of the missions.1 The lack of attention
to culture and meaning in peacekeeping is somewhat surprising, especially
because peacekeeping depends heavily on cultural inversions for the maintenance
of its core meaning.2

Because of the lack of cultural theoretical frameworks to tackle this subject,
this article borrows tools from tourism and expatriate theories and contends
that soldiers construct a spurious ‘peacekeeping space’, which confirms their
combat and masculine beliefs that the contrived images which the military estab-
lishment has created in the first place are borne out by the reality of the deploy-
ment. Yet, this ‘peacekeeping space’ may perpetuate the tension between the
expectations of soldiers and the mundane reality of peacekeeping. Moreover,
while combat soldiers must be emotionally detached from their enemies in
order to kill them, peacekeepers function in a ‘fuzzy environment’ and therefore
need to use different lenses to read a reality in which the simplicity of the peace/
war dichotomy is replaced by a complexity of variables.3 Peacekeepers are stran-
gers in a strange land. They usually face contradictory expectations from the local
population and lack the linguistic and cultural skills that might defuse misunder-
standings. Maintaining close contact and developing rapport with the local popu-
lation is important not only for gathering intelligence, but also for ensuring the
success of the mission.

In order to understand the tension between military combat socialization and
peacekeeping/peace enforcement missions, I analyse peacekeepers’ alienation by
using three levels of experience: peacekeepers (1) as foreigners in an unfamiliar
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country; (2) as (in the example chosen) western Europeans in a developing
country; and (3) as peace enforcers on a mission. These levels of experience are
analysed by applying the theoretical frameworks of ‘expatriate-ism’ and tourism.

Expatriate theory refers to voluntary temporary migrants, mostly from afflu-
ent countries, who reside abroad for business or a mission. Their particular
manner of dealing with the strangeness of the host environment is influenced by
two distinguishing factors: their transience and their privileged status.4 This
theory contributes to understanding peacekeeping experience by analysing sol-
diers’ isolation and disconnection from the local environment. The framework
of tourism theory focuses on the tension between the way destinations are pre-
sented to tourists and the way they are ‘in reality’. It thus touches upon the role
of ideologies and interests – political, economic and cultural – in the creation
of tourist images of natives or local people.5 The literature also examines how
the tourist establishment constructs a spurious ‘tourist space’ – adapted in this
case as a ‘peacekeeping space’ in which the military establishment constructs
the deployment experience.

The article comprises two parts: how Dutch peacekeepers experienced people
in Bosnia and Kosovo through war tourism and souvenirs; and their relationship
with locals and their attitudes that mainly ranged from lack of curiosity to
hostility.

Life with the Dutch Military

Two Dutch units were researched from the autumn of 1999 to the summer of
2000: an artillery battery, which was deployed to Kosovo (KFOR2), and an infan-
try company, which was deployed to Bosnia (SFOR8). For conducting the
research, from the first stages of training to deployment, the Dutch military gen-
erally allowed me to observe all aspects of military life without escorts. I lived
with the soldiers and participated in their activities, such as day and night
marches, theoretical and practical military studies, and off-duty activities such
as eating and socializing in the camp’s bar and club. In Kosovo and Bosnia, I
joined the soldiers on operational duties such as patrols, manning checkpoints,
and guard missions, and I also joined them on off-duty activities such as a
guided tour of Sarajevo. During training and deployment, 70 soldiers and com-
manders were interviewed and recorded. Classes and training sessions were also
recorded. Research was also based on soldiers’ memories and unclassified military
journals and reports.

Training and Preparation for the Mission

Peacekeeping training largely took the shape of combat training with little empha-
sis on cultural training.6 Most of the exercises and simulations that the Dutch
peacekeepers underwent were aimed at teaching soldiers how to handle ‘locals’.
In training simulations, soldiers acting as ‘locals’ frequently ‘attacked’ and even
‘kidnapped’ their colleagues. The simulation drills were dramatic and mostly
aimed at ‘worst-case scenarios’ in which the soldiers had to confront ‘dangerous
locals’. Sometimes the instructor would remind soldiers that most of the locals

202 INTERNATIONAL PEACEKEEPING
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were ‘innocent’ and that only a small minority were alleged war criminals, but the
locals were usually portrayed as potentially dangerous. One officer in Bosnia
remarked that the soldiers got a certain image of the place during their training
because the training aimed to prepare them to be cautious. Another officer com-
mented, ‘Most of the people in the camp heard terrible stories during training such
as you shouldn’t talk with the local people, they are disgusting (rotzakken), they
are bastards (klootzakken) and. . .you must be aware!... this is a shitty land and
they are shitty people and good for nothing.’ Because of this suspicion and
combat-oriented training, the soldiers did not have the necessary tools to
perform humanitarian-oriented tasks. Other research, on occupation forces in
Iraq as well as peacekeeping in Somalia and the Sinai, indicates that soldiers
trained for combat are more likely to adopt a warrior culture than a peacekeeping
culture.7 Dutch infantry soldiers in Bosnia, all men, who felt disappointed because
of the discrepancies between the exciting, combat-oriented training and the peace-
ful deployment stated:

Here I see that. . .a lot of the things they told me weren’t true. . . for example,
they tell you that everyday people come to the camp gates and scream or
fight and curse you. But it doesn’t happen. Many people do come to the
gates to ask for help, not to scream and curse you.

[This] is easy but not exciting. For infantry soldiers exercises are always
exciting, you always encounter an enemy. . .but a peace mission. . .is not
exciting. It is not like the soldier is going to encounter an enemy.

Soldiers’ disappointment was enhanced by their masculine image. Despite their
limited chances of engaging in combat, the soldiers clung to ideals of combat
masculinity commensurate with, for example, the British, American and Israeli
armies.8 Military masculinity is closely connected with proximity to core
combat expertise: the closer soldiers are to combat expertise, the more ‘masculine
images’ they hold.9 The infantrymen in Bosnia, like the Canadian Airborne Regi-
ment in Somalia, had a ‘hyper-investment’ in the warrior identity,10 in compari-
son to the artillery unit in Kosovo. The infantry felt more disappointed with the
tranquillity of the mission than the artillery soldiers, though this difference also
had to do with the political situations in Bosnia and Kosovo, as we shall see later.

Military Camps as ‘Environment Bubbles’

Military camps in Kosovo and Bosnia function as expatriate communities.
According to Eric Cohen, the term ‘expatriate’ refers to those voluntary, tempor-
ary migrants, mostly from affluent countries, who reside abroad.11 Expatriates are
strangers, whose peculiar manner of dealing with the strangeness of the host
environment is, to a marked degree, influenced by two distinguishing factors:
the transience and the privileged status of the expatriate. These two factors
have a decisive influence on shaping expatriate communities and their particular
characteristics.12 The camps in Kosovo and Bosnia were ‘planted’ expatriate com-
munities established under the auspices of the military and under its control,
playing a similar role to that of the tourist establishment for mass tourism.13

DUTCH PEACEKEEPERS IN THE BALKANS 203
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The camps were large and self-sufficient, achieved a high degree of institutional
autarchy, and maintained a great socio-cultural distance from the host environ-
ment. Both camps were complete Dutch enclaves. Televisions showed Dutch
channels, the camp echoed with the sound of the Dutch radio station, and in
the café and bar one could get the same food and drink as in The Netherlands,
though most of the kitchen workers were locals. Daily life was completely insti-
tutionalized and controlled by the military. The camps had a similar, almost
undistinguished character, where familiar Dutch lifestyles were continued with
only minimal adjustments.

The ways in which peacekeepers experienced Kosovo and Bosnia can be ana-
lysed by tourist and expatriate theories. First, the strangeness of a foreign environ-
ment is a key element in expatriates’ experience as well as the main challenge that
they and the host community have to cope with.14 Second, peacekeepers are like
modern mass tourists, who are either unwilling to deal with, or incapable of inter-
acting with, the host environment on its own terms. Peacekeepers prefer to
observe life from the familiarity of an ‘environment bubble’ that the expatriate
community or the ‘tourist establishment’ provides.15 Moreover, most armies
have comparatively little experience in working with civilians. In peacetime,
they are generally confined to barracks or cantonments. In wartime, unless
defending their homeland, their relationship with their own civil population,
let alone a foreign one, is likely to be distant. The military, accustomed to a
rigid operational structure, can find civilians haphazard and undisciplined, and
working as part of a multinational force with a large civilian component can be
a new and difficult experience.16

Although peacekeepers do reach out to locals at some levels, the ways that the
Dutch units experienced Bosnia and Kosovo can be best illustrated through the
lens of ‘war tourism’, which includes souvenir and postcard shopping.

War Tourism

Dutch soldiers experienced the Balkans by encountering the remains of war.
While most tourism literature focuses on pleasant diversions in pleasant places,
some scholars explore the phenomenon of ‘dark tourism’,17 which provides a
starting point for studying war tourism. War tourism deals with the consumption
of death or distress as a tourist experience of both the distant and recent past.18

The most studied locations in these works are battlefields and death camps,
which have literally and figuratively fixed the memory of collective violence to
the places where suffering occurred.19

Although the war had been over in Bosnia for five years and for a year in
Kosovo, the Dutch soldiers on tour in 2000 embraced the opportunity to experi-
ence what they perceived as the thrill of war through its remains. One soldier
explained the attraction of serving in Bosnia: ‘Usually you see war in the news
and . . . therefore you are not involved but here you can see everything for yourself,
for example the destroyed houses.’ This wish was fulfilled every Sunday when sol-
diers could join a guided tour of Sarajevo organized by the military authorities.
The tour guide was a non-commissioned officer, who acted as a ‘culture

204 INTERNATIONAL PEACEKEEPING
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broker’, leading tours not only through a geographical space, but also through a
socially organized territory.20 The guide was also responsible for the information
given and its interpretation – here the Dutch military’s version of what happened
during the civil war. This constructed a spurious ‘peacekeeping space’ that con-
firmed the soldiers’ belief that the contrived images which the military establish-
ment had created were borne out by the reality of the deployment.

The journey started on the mountains surrounding Sarajevo, where the tour
guide showed military posts and explained the siege. He then took the soldiers
to see ruined neighbourhoods and famous sites such as the destroyed newspaper
building, which became the symbol of the bombed city (and of this tour in the
military brochures), the parliament building, and the Holiday Inn Hotel. The
tour guide said that, looking at the hotel today, it is impossible to realize how
badly it had been damaged and he was sorry that he had not brought a video
to show us how it had looked before. Other sites were bomb craters or places
of mass killing, such as a cable-car station near the museum, and the Markale
market, where 68 people had died in a mortar round explosion. The soldiers
also visited the Olympic stadium, which had been used during the war as a cem-
etery; the old library, where many ancient books and manuscripts had been
destroyed in the bombing; the ‘Romeo and Juliet’ bridge, where snipers killed
two lovers, Bosniak and Serb, when they tried to escape the besieged city; and
the bridge where the Austro-Hungarian crown prince was shot dead in 1914,
the event that precipitated the First World War.

Attention was not drawn to the ancient streets, beautiful houses and places of
worship. The Bosnian interpreter who accompanied the tour said that she had
once asked why the soldiers were only shown places where people had been
killed, and she suggested a visit to the local museum or one of the impressive
churches or mosques, but it was claimed that such sites would not interest sol-
diers. The soldiers described the Olympic stadium cemetery and the ruins as
shocking and inconceivable. Yet one later admitted that while he had enjoyed
the visit, he did not like the way soldiers photographed graves and ruins: ‘They
say, “Yes, here in the Olympic stadium 3,000 people were buried – how sad,”
and then they just go on.’ In Dean MacCannell’s idea of the tourist quest for
meaning,21 soldiers achieved meaning by embracing war remains that strength-
ened their professional identity not as peacekeepers but as combatants. Embra-
cing war remains also gave meaning to their deployment by implying that
another war might occur in such an unstable country.

Souvenirs

Another major attraction of the Sarajevo tour was shopping – which took up
half the time – at the big military compound that served American, British,
Norwegian, French and Turkish soldiers. Each troop-contributing country had
its own tax-free shop, which contained a great variety of peacekeeping souvenirs;
these were almost identical in Bosnia and Kosovo, and had been produced
especially for NATO in Macedonia. The souvenirs had little to do with the
actual location of the deployment, and most of them blurred the differences
between units and nations, creating synthetic and identical imagery of the

DUTCH PEACEKEEPERS IN THE BALKANS 205
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mission. Where souvenirs had text, they were mostly in English and presented a
happy, humorous and cosy perspective of the operation: teddy bears wearing
peacekeeping uniforms, towels with a map of the Balkans, T-shirts with peace-
keeping graphics, peacekeeping cups and mugs, key holders and badges with
symbols of peacekeeping units, and soldier figures.

Shopping was a mode of communication between different units and helped to
forge a common identity. As Robert Rubinstein suggests, the use of symbols,
which can carry multiple meanings, is a powerful tool for integrating the individ-
uals and groups comprising these forces into a quasi-corporate identity, while the
national-cultural images that are exchanged among soldiers tend to present stan-
dardized national cultures.22 For example, Dutch soldiers in Kosovo collected
American peacekeeping mugs, perhaps also providing an effective way for soldiers
to feel part of something bigger than their own experience and unit. Moreover,
because the souvenirs blurred the differences between time (during and after the
war), place (Kosovo and Bosnia) and nationality, they had the power to create
a common ground for identification, the shops institutionalizing a view of the sol-
diers’ roles and surroundings. Hardly any of the products related to the history
and culture of the Balkans, as in guidebooks or language dictionaries. Yet, the
favourite souvenirs in Kosovo and Bosnia were not supplied by the military estab-
lishments but were locally produced, pirated CDs, more typical of Third World
countries, and sold at small stalls in the areas around the military compounds.

Souvenirs contain images that can shape cognition and therefore influence the
behaviour of the soldier.23 They not only create an image, but they also reflect
one. This argument can be illustrated through an analysis of the postcards
officially produced and distributed by the military establishment that reflected
the ways in which soldiers experienced the Balkans, and sometimes contained
subversive messages.

Postcards

The picture postcard, next to the photograph, is the most widely disseminated
tourist icon. It serves both as a personal memento of the experience and as a
means of extending it to others as recipients. Postcard images relate to particular
motivations and desires associated with the social formations and associated ideo-
logical discourses that dominate a specific historical context.24 Peacekeeping post-
cards are usually in English, are sold in every military shop, and exhibit various
themes.

Informative postcards were the only postcards that were locally produced in
the camps, featuring low-quality photographs reflecting life at camp or maps of
the surrounding region. Tourist postcards were produced in Bosnia, which was
perceived as more of a holiday destination than Kosovo. They usually bore the
message ‘Greetings from Bosnia and Herzegovina’, with scenery of mountains
and rivers, and gave the impression that Bosnia was unpopulated, neither
people nor houses being depicted. Mission cards reflected civil engagement,
bearing captions such as ‘We build peace’, and showing soldiers with local chil-
dren or working on constructing projects. They presented an official view of
peacekeeping and carried the flags of all the participating nations. Cynical

206 INTERNATIONAL PEACEKEEPING
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cards depicted soldiers as being out of place and peacekeeping as an unmilitary
task. One, for example, featured the phrase ‘Greetings from the Balkans’ above
a holiday-style photograph of a soldier sitting on a beach under a coconut tree,
and looking at a blonde woman coming out of the sea. Another read ‘Greetings
from Bali’, with the word ‘Bosnia’ superimposed on ‘Bali’, illustrated by a Bali
beach with a dusty SFOR jeep in which two armed soldiers are saying:
‘Where in the hell is Bosnia? I think we took a wrong turn somewhere.’
Morbid postcards portrayed Bosnia as a deceptive and cruel country, emphasizing
the discrepancy between the beautiful landscape and the war atrocities. The cover
on one showed grass and flowers, but unfolded to a minefield with a skeleton.
Heroic postcards portrayed the mission as a Hollywood film, showing flames
under the title ‘Apocalypse Now’, or a soldier standing in a tank, his hand on a
machine gun, with the words: ‘heavy metal – Bosnia six month tour’ in Gothic
lettering.

Peacekeeping postcards depict the ways in which soldiers experience their six-
month tour. They differ from regular tourist postcards because they do not ideal-
ize local people as tourist postcards usually do,25 but rather portray empty
scenery. The ‘heroes’ are the soldiers themselves, sometimes accompanied by
local women. They play the role of the Balkans’ saviours in scenery reminiscent
of the Vietnam War (‘Apocalypse Now’). However, the postcards also reflect
role confusion – and the irony of combat troops who accidentally end up in
Bosnia instead of Bali.

MacCannell claims that the tourist quest arises from the alienation of modern
society and the need to retrieve the ‘authentic’.26 In this regard, peacekeepers seek
an ‘authentic war experience’, as embodied in their attraction to war remains that
give meaning to their mission, paradoxically strengthening their identity as
combat soldiers rather than peacekeepers. The quest for authentic war experience
thus has the power to perpetuate the tension between soldiers’ expectations and
peacekeeping reality.

Relationships with Locals

The ways in which Dutch peacekeepers perceived local people was influenced,
inter alia, by local attitudes to them. Since people in Kosovo had had minimal
experience of peacekeeping missions, they were enthusiastic about the Dutch pre-
sence in 2000, whereas disillusionment and disappointment with the results of
their presence had already appeared in Bosnia.27 Following George Doxey’s
model of evolution in local attitudes to tourists (euphoria, apathy, annoyance
and antagonism),28 the Albanian Kosovars (though not the Serbs) were in the
first stage of euphoria, while the population in Bosnia showed something
between apathy and annoyance. For example, while Albanian Kosovars would
shake soldiers’ hands, invite them to their houses, and write ‘Thank you,
NATO’ graffiti, people in Bosnia largely ignored the soldiers or were rude to
them.29 Yet, in both deployments, the main military strategy in coping with stran-
geness in the host countries was to keep physical and emotional distance from
locals to the level of alienation and even hatred. The next section examines the

DUTCH PEACEKEEPERS IN THE BALKANS 207
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peacekeepers’ lack of curiosity about the locals, feelings of helplessness and
frustration, and cultural shock and prejudice.

Lack of Curiosity

Like expatriates, the peacekeepers showed a lack of curiosity about the local
populations in Bosnia and Kosovo. For them, the host countries were either
terra incognita or seen as positively hostile. Research on military and expatriate
communities shows that such isolation is sometimes generated by, and in turn
generates, a sense of danger and hostility in the environment.30 Paul Theroux
comments that many people travel for the purpose of ‘home plus’ – Africa is
home plus elephants and lions, and Bosnia is home plus sun and beautiful
scenery. There is no general openness here to a somewhat unpredictable variety
of experiences. Much present-day tourism is of this kind, but the ‘plus’ often
has nothing to do with alien systems of meaning, and much to do with facts of
nature, such as nice beaches.31

Yet, it also has to do with official military policy: as Rubinstein phrased it,
‘security is separation’.32 The military authorities discouraged peacekeepers
from having contacts with locals in order to prevent cultural misunderstandings
and problems. As one Dutch officer said, ‘We don’t need a drunken soldier
beating a local over a woman.’ The construction of camps as ‘environmental
bubbles’ discouraged soldiers from venturing outside. In Kosovo, houses were a
few steps away from the camp perimeter, but were ignored by soldiers. Dutch
peacekeepers in Bosnia had more freedom in their relations with locals, but
they also kept their distance and exhibited no curiosity about local life.

Helplessness and Frustration

In Bosnia and Kosovo, international agencies such as the UN and NATO replaced
collapsing state institutions, and locals approached Dutch soldiers with their daily
problems such as food, medical and housing needs, and neighbourhood disputes.
Combat-oriented training did not prepare peacekeepers to cope with such
problems.33

In 2000, peacekeepers in Kosovo had the admiration of the majority Albanian
Kosovars, who were grateful to NATO for the war against Serbia. Since the Dutch
were deployed shortly after the war, when non-governmental organization
(NGO) work was not well established, the soldiers’ work was more flexible and
diverse, and made them feel more important and satisfied. Moreover, at that
time, the Dutch worked mainly with the Albanian Kosovars and were less fre-
quently confronted with the complexity of working with rival sides than in
Bosnia. An artillery soldier who had also served in Bosnia compared the two
experiences:

I had other expectations of Kosovo because I was also in Bosnia and thought
that it would be more or less the same, but this is not the case. You can see
that the people here have trust in their future. It didn’t happen in
Bosnia. . ..The people here are friendlier.

208 INTERNATIONAL PEACEKEEPING
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Peacekeepers in Bosnia were more aware of that country’s depressed situation.
And as they were mediating between local demands and numerous NGOs, who
were locally perceived as less efficient than the military, they felt more frustrated
and bitter. As an infantry officer said, ‘Many soldiers are disappointed by the cor-
ruption here and don’t want to know the locals.’ Peacekeepers’ frustration at their
inability to help contributed to tension with Bosnians. One soldier in Bosnia said,
‘The locals don’t think that it is necessary for us to be here’, and an officer added,
‘Frustration is a big word, but this is the fact, because we ask ourselves what we
are doing here.’ On one occasion, peacekeepers visited the house of a village
spokesman in order to gather intelligence. The spokesman said that he wanted
to make a new road to the village school and asked if he could borrow the
heavy machinery needed: ‘The road here is dangerous,’ he said, ‘and we would
like to do it before the winter starts. We can do it ourselves, but we need to
borrow the machine from you for just a couple of days.’ The officer in charge
refused, adhering to an SFOR rule of not promising anything. The village
leader understood that the officer had no power and changed his tactic: ‘How is
the Dutch economy,’ he asked? ‘Is it as good as we have heard on the Bosnian tele-
vision? We like you although you cannot help us and you are always welcome
here. If you have no girlfriend we can introduce you to a nice Bosnian girl.’
The officer was speechless and the soldiers felt quite powerless. Not only did
they feel that they had no real influence, their English was sometimes inadequate
for communicating with the interpreter. Peacekeeping training did not provide
soldiers with sufficient social and language skills. One soldier said, ‘A good peace-
keeper is someone who can. . . communicate well with the interpreter and who is
very social. . . with the local people. Therefore, a peace mission demands more
social skills.’ An inability to manage local expectations resulted in a tendency
to perceive the situation in terms of handling ‘needy children’ through manipu-
lation. The liaison officer in Bosnia expressed this by saying, ‘It is not easy for
the soldiers to come in contact with people who always say “give me, give me”.’

This image existed in other deployments as well. For example, Dutch UNIFIL
soldiers in Lebanon in the 1980s blamed locals for being fatalistic and exaggerat-
ing their condition in order to get more help;34 American soldiers in Iraq described
Iraqis as ‘little children’ and said, ‘We may have to spank them so they will grow
up to be good adults.’35

Culture Shock and Prejudice

Both Bosnia and Kosovo had depleted economic resources: a severe lack of
housing, clean water, and proper roads. Soldiers in Bosnia referred to it as a
‘cars’ graveyard’.36 The lack of cultural preparation and the challenges of
facing poor post-war societies caused cultural shock and prejudice among the
majority of Dutch peacekeepers. Moreover, they felt that they had to deal with
people who may have been murderers, arsonists or rapists. It seemed that the
majority identified with one officer’s view of Bosnia: ‘Everybody here had to do
with the war in one way or another, as a victim or as an aggressor.’ This confusion
was more obvious in Bosnia, where soldiers had to work with different ethnic
groups. A platoon commander said:

DUTCH PEACEKEEPERS IN THE BALKANS 209
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I don’t trust [them]. I don’t trust their pizza and I don’t trust the interpreters.
They say what they think you would like to hear. I completely don’t trust the
people outside [the camp]. It is the mentality of the people here. They are
nice to you and then when you leave they claim that you said certain
things or they want their demands met.

Coming from a culture of environmental awareness, many soldiers were shocked
by how dirty the host countries were. A soldier wrote in the brigade magazine,
‘Kosovo is a beautiful country, but filthy. . .the rubbish just grows bigger
around us.’ 37 A commander said, ‘Kosovo is very dirty.’ It seems as if for soldiers
dirt went hand in hand with primitivism.38 They perceived the locals as lazy
people who did not bother about their living conditions.

This was sometimes generalized as a trait of Muslims. One officer in Bosnia
said, ‘These things such as cursing Muslims I can understand. I can also under-
stand the Belgian paratroopers – and what I’m going to say now is dangerous
– who throw a Somali in a container for three days. . . . and I understood that
one of their friends was murdered by Somali people.’39 In a press interview,
two peacekeepers who served in Srebrenica during its fall said, ‘The Muslims
looked like animals and sometimes were also treated as such, dirty and
smelly.’40 Perhaps this prejudice was intensified by the fact that a Dutch soldier
had been killed in 1995 by the Bosnian government army, and was aggravated
by the tragic and traumatic events at Srebrenica when the DUTCHBAT assigned
to protect the Muslim enclave failed to do so.41

The hostility to Muslims led soldiers in Bosnia to believe that the mortar round
that exploded in the Markale market in February 1994 in Sarajevo, killing 68
people, mostly Bosniak civilians, and injuring over 200, was actually fired by
Bosniaks. Some Dutch soldiers claimed, ‘They did it in order to get sympathy
from the world.’ But in December 2003 the International Criminal Tribunal for
Former Yugoslavia sentenced a Bosnian Serb, Gen. Stanislav Galić, to 20 years’
imprisonment for running a two-year terror campaign against Sarajevan civilians,
including the Markale shelling. Dutch soldiers also believed that in Srebrenica
Muslims positioned themselves near the Dutch observation post and fired on
the Serbs, hoping to draw the Dutch and Serbs into a firefight. Prejudicial attitudes
was not unique to Dutch soldiers; Swedish peacekeepers in Bosnia also showed
negative attitudes to the Muslim population.42

Conclusion

Through application of theories of ‘tourism’ and ‘expatriate-ism’, this article
has analysed the experience of Dutch peacekeepers in Bosnia and Kosovo to
show how the military establishment constructed not only daily activities but
also an interpretation of ‘the Other’ through ‘war tourism’ and the creation
of a spurious ‘peacekeeping space’ that confirmed the peacekeepers’ combat
and masculine identity. These images which the military establishment con-
trived were borne out in the reality of the deployment. The main effect of
such socialization in peacekeeping is that it may perpetuate the tension
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between soldiers’ expectations and peacekeeping reality, and may complicate
the execution of the mission.

However, since the soldiers’ role is not defined as understanding the local
population, but rather as maintaining law and order, why is it important to
study soldiers’ perceptions and attitudes? There are, of course, the extreme
cases of soldiers’ misconduct during peacekeeping missions, such as the Belgian
soldiers in Rwanda, or the Italian, US and Canadian troops in Somalia.43 But atti-
tudes can also have a general influence on mission success, because soldiers come
into direct and daily contact with locals, as at checkpoints and during patrols.

Ethnographic fieldwork is a powerful tool to explore how culture affects social
life –in this case, how placing Dutch peacekeeping troops among unfamiliar
people shaped their experiences. The perceptions and experiences are probably
not unique either to Dutch soldiers or to the Balkans, but wider research is
needed in order to understand the complex relations between peacekeepers and
locals in a broader context.
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