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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines views on reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and how these have 

changed over time, in an attempt to elucidate if transitional justice can promote reconciliation 

in the aftermath of ethnic conflict in systems that entrench ethnonational insecurity. Drawing 

upon literature from the field of social psychology, the paper argues that the work of transitional 

justice mechanisms is interpreted through a sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict which 

hinders the intended effects from being realized. Data from two levels of analysis is utilized, 

with statements made by political elites and population surveys in order to identify trends in 

the views on reconciliation. While there is limited positive change observed at the population 

level, the same cannot be said of the elites. Ultimately, the results suggest that, in the case of 

post-Dayton BiH, transitional justice has been unable to promote reconciliation in the aftermath 

of ethnic conflict.  

 
 
 
Keywords: Reconciliation, Transitional Justice, Bosnia and Herzegovina  
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Introduction 

Research Question and Aims 
 

The war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) during the 1990s was an ethnonational conflict, 

rooted in ethnic insecurity between Bosniaks, also referred to as Bosnian Muslims, Bosnian 

Serbs and Bosnian Croats. The Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA), instrumental in ending the 

conflict, entrenched ethnonationalist competition into the political system, translating wartime 

aggression into the political arena. Thus, international intervention enabled a situation where 

ethnonational elites maintain fear and conflict narratives through institutional and symbolic 

means in order to retain power (Bojičić-Dželilović 2015; Belloni and Ramović 2020). All the 

while billions of dollars have been spent on transitional justice efforts in the country, consisting 

mainly of retributive justice in the form of the ICTY and the State Court of BiH’s War Crimes 

Chamber, in addition to a myriad of local initiatives. In light of the vast amount of money, time 

and effort poured into post-war BiH, it is of interest to investigate if transitional justice, with 

its roots in the liberal peacebuilding paradigm, has been able to promote reconciliation and 

alleviate core conflict issues. The efficacy of any single transitional justice mechanism, 

although relevant, is not of primary interest here, rather it is the question of what transitional 

justice can achieve when the structural conditions leading to violence in the first place remain. 

Specifically for the case of BiH this becomes the research question: can transitional justice 

promote reconciliation in the aftermath of ethnic conflict in the systems that promote 

ethnonational insecurity? The assumption is that because the sociopsychological infrastructure 

created during the war remains, the work of transitional justice mechanisms will be experienced 

and filtered through a lens of societal beliefs that are inconducive towards reconciliation, which 

is in itself a process requiring the transformation of intergroup relations.  

The thesis aims to contribute to the field of Holocaust and Genocide Studies by furthering 

our understanding of the conditions necessary for transitional justice to be effective, and the 

sociopsychological processes involved in reconciliation. This is essential to the field as it 

pertains to how societies deal with the aftermath of mass violence and genocide, highlighting 

the necessity of taking social identity into account, with implications for how, when and in what 

order policy-makers can or should utilize transitional justice measures. Furthermore, the 

selected case is directly relevant to the field as, although controversial, international judicial 

institutions have ruled that acts of genocide occurred during the Bosnian war. Additionally, the 

thesis will generate new knowledge as it consists of a comparison between views at the group 

and elite levels, and how these have changed over time, which as far as the author is aware has 

not previously been done in research on reconciliation in BiH. 
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The thesis will aim to tackle the research problem by investigating views on transitional 

justice and reconciliation, at two levels, at two points in time. The practice of transitional justice 

aims to provide a sense of justice for victims and to promote peace, democracy and 

reconciliation in societies dealing with the aftermath of conflict and systematic abuse (UN 

2008). It is imperative that assessments of the extent to which these goals have been achieved 

is anchored in the experiences of the general population affected by conflict. Therefore, survey 

data on the views of local populations in BiH collected by Roland Kostić will be used. Local 

elites are both recipients of transitional justice and active in shaping its process and reception, 

their attitudes are therefore also to be examined. This will be done with the use of statements 

made by the leaders of the two largest political parties supported by each ethnic group. 

Comparing the views of ordinary citizens and elites allows for a greater understanding of what 

transitional justice can achieve when structural problems are built into the peace agreements 

elites are tasked with upholding. As it takes time for the effects of transitional justice to 

manifest, two points in time will be examined and compared, the years 2007 and 2019 for the 

statements made by politicians and 2005 and 2019 for the survey data.   

 

Disposition 
 

The thesis will begin with an overview of previous research on transitional justice and 

reconciliation in BiH. The next chapter is the theoretical framework, which discusses the liberal 

foundations of transitional justice, and its lack of consideration of social identity. The 

theoretical perspective of the thesis draws heavily upon social psychology, including social 

identity theory, and how it relates to societal insecurity and ethnic identity, in addition to how 

the sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict maintains competitive relations and hinders 

reconciliation. The chapter concludes with a discussion of sociopsychological processes 

necessary for reconciliation to progress and the specification of the research questions. Next is 

the chapter on methodology, which clarifies what material is being used and how the data has 

been collected. It also provides an explanation for the use of methods, including content 

analysis and descriptive statistics in order to analyze the data. The final chapter consists of the 

empirical analysis, which is divided into five sections. The first provides a historical 

background on post-Dayton BiH, an introduction to the elites under study and a summary of 

the major transitional justice mechanisms in BiH. Following the historical background, the 

results of the analysis of the statements made by political elites are presented. The third section 

pertains to the analysis of the survey data, and the fourth includes a comparison between the 

results at the level of the elites and general population. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the 
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findings of the thesis, its limitations and provides recommendations for future avenues of 

research. 

 

Previous Research 
 

There has been a great deal of research on transitional justice and reconciliation in BiH, the 

following section will attempt to shed light on the trends and general findings within the field 

and elucidate the contribution of the thesis.  

Starting with the state of the country, Valery Perry (2019, 107, 114) argues that BiH can be 

categorized as a frozen conflict, meaning that core issues remain unresolved and highly salient, 

and that there is a looming threat of violence being renewed. The situation in BiH has similarly 

been categorized as an abeyant intractable conflict, where the violence is suspended or frozen 

due to the presence of an external third-party guaranteeing that the negotiated peace is kept 

(Oberpfalzerová, Ullrich, and Jeřábek 2019; Crocker, Hampson, and Aall 2005, 13). Other 

descriptors include it being an example of “failed success of international statebuilding” 

(Bieber 2015, 213), an “uneasy ceasefire” (Zoodsma 2019, 146) and representing a “stable 

peace without reconciliation” (Kostić 2008, 399). In line with this, most scholars agree that the 

transitional justice process in BiH has not been successful. The country continues to suffer from 

widespread ethnic segregation, both mentally and physically, with most regions being clearly 

dominated by one ethnic group (Freeman 2012; Guzina and Marijan 2013, 248). The legacy of 

the war obstructs interethnic cooperation and hinders political, economic and social 

development (Fairey et al. 2020). Furthermore, reconciliation is a word that is rarely mentioned 

in good faith in BiH, and is an unpopular topic of discussion among political elites (Perry 2009; 

Kostić 2008, 396). Attempts to foster reconciliation may even be met with ostracization from 

one’s own community (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 259). In essence, the ethnicized political 

environment, poor socioeconomic conditions, and experiences of the war, have contributed to 

persistent fears within the population which make narratives of division more powerful than 

those of possible integration (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 261). It is argued that this stems from 

the DPA failing to address drivers of the conflict, instead cementing a structure that legitimized 

the acts of ethnic cleansing during the war and diminished the potential of the country to be 

constituted as a civic rather than ethnic state (Perry 2019, 111; Arthur 2010 288; Guzina and 

Marijan 2013; Freeman 2012).  

Research conducted in the 2000s, at the height of international peacebuilding and 

transitional justice practices in BiH, finds that Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs have significantly 

different understandings of the war, external nationbuilding and the new state identity that was 
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being built in the process (Kostić 2008; 2012). As Rosa Aloisi (2020, 527) describes it, while 

the war among the factions has ended, it has been replaced by a war over memories, which is 

fought between local officials and victims, undermining peace and the fragile reconciliation 

process in the country. The content of the groups’ different narratives of the war continue to be 

shaped by the lack of trust between local communities, and interactions remain colored by fear 

and resentment (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 257, 259). The absence of an accepted unified 

historical record is evident from political speeches, the divided school curriculums and 

discussions on the ground (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 251). Ultimately, there are still at least 

three different ethnicized versions of the truth, and these competing narratives continue to be a 

hinderance to reconciliation (Clark 2012; Strupinskienė 2022; Kostić 2008; Trahan and 

Vukušić 2020). 

Trials are a staple of transitional justice, intended to have a variety of beneficial effects, as 

they are meant to discover and publicize the truth of past atrocities, punish perpetrators, 

promote and legitimize the rule of law and respond to the needs of victims (Strupinskienė 2022, 

75). In addition they aim to prevent perpetrators from reoffending, deter others from 

committing similar crimes, and remove harmful elites or spoilers (Bar-Tal 2013, 394–95). The 

ICTY, in particular, was expected to contribute to the individualization of guilt, which would 

negate the need to hold entire communities responsible for crimes, establish an objective 

historical record of the war and create the political space for moderate leaders to emerge. 

However, studies examining retributive justice in BiH paint a grim picture of its impacts. 

Research finds that the ICTY did not contribute to any significant changes in the public 

narratives about the war (Trbovc 2020; Delpla 2007, 216), and that there is minimal, if any, 

connection between the work of the ICTY and processes of reconciliation in BiH (Clark 2009, 

135; Meernik 2005, 277–78; Guzina and Marijan 2013, 257). Due to the high number of 

perpetrators it would be impossible to prosecute every single person responsible for crimes, 

therefore, when so many go unpunished guilt is collectivized rather than individualized (J. N. 

Clark 2008, 336). By creating a focus on the atrocities of the war and causing victims to relive 

the past without providing sufficient justice, it is argued that the ICTY became a hinderance to 

reconciliation, and sharpened boundaries between ethnic groups (Ramet 2012, 4; Arthur 2010, 

272). Furthermore, there are instances of the tribunal having caused community backlashes or 

violent incidents, also suggesting that the ICTY either failed to promote reconciliation or 

hindered the process (Strupinskienė 2022, 75; 2017). Additionally, to prevent framing guilt 

exclusively in group terms, significant portions of all communities involved need to accept the 

legitimacy of accountability mechanisms, which has not happened as the ICTY and Court of 

BiH are viewed as biased political theater (Aptel 2011, 180; Guzina and Marijan 2013, 249). 

Based on unique survey data Kostić (2012) finds that the perceptions of the ICTY, its fairness 

and necessity as a precondition for peace and normal relations, differ among members of the 
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three ethnic groups. Likewise, Ramet (2012, 3) argues that retributive justice in BiH has not 

been fully satisfactory for any ethnic group, Serbs believed the courts are biased and unfairly 

singling out Serbian perpetrators, Croats felt prosecutions acted to criminalize what in essence 

was self-defense, and Bosniaks considered the sentencing of perpetrators from the other groups 

to be too lenient. 

There is also research indicating that the tribunal did have positive impacts, one study of 

reconciliation in Prijedor finds that the ICTY did in fact contribute to reconciliation by fostering 

a wider push for accountability. This created an opening for victims and their families to 

mobilize, eventually resulting in interethnic cooperation with increased trust and empathy 

(Strupinskienė 2022). However, while around 70% of respondents claimed that reconciliation 

exists in Prijedor, their understanding of the term reflects a thin definition. Further, respondents 

who were not involved in reconciliation activities were negative towards these activities, 

viewing them as provocations bringing back painful memories when people are trying to forget 

the past (Strupinskienė 2022, 82). Moreover, Lara J. Nettelfield (2010a, 15) argues that 

retributive justice contributed to positive democratic development in BiH and the “creation of 

new postwar identities based on the rule of law and participation”. However, as previously 

stated, most studies do not come to this conclusion. 

In addition to the ICTY is the War Crimes Chamber within the State Court of BiH, which 

was established in 2005 and meant to take over cases from the tribunal and slowly start 

independently prosecuting individuals (Karcic 2021, 211; Brammertz 2020, 37). However, the 

work of the War Crimes Chamber has been stagnating in the past decade with fewer and fewer 

indictments being made, many of which have failed, based on poor investigations (Karcic 2021, 

212). While it is meant to continue to bring justice to the victims and strengthen the rule of law 

in BiH, it faces issues with a lack of transparency of basic information, criticism that high-

ranking officials have not been investigated despite evidence against them, and significantly 

delayed proceedings (Karcic 2021, 213, 223). Survey data shows, once again, that attitudes are 

split among the three ethnonational groups in regards to the work of the Chamber, with for 

example only Bosniaks believing the trials to be fair (Kostić 2012, 660, 661).  

There are those who claim that the most significant impediment to retributive justice having 

the anticipated positive effects were local political elites, who misused the process for their own 

political gain (Trbovc 2020, 560). The historical record produced by the trials has been, and 

continues to be, politicized. The public “truths” that exist about the past are mutually exclusive 

and contradictory, influenced by the nationalist discourses of political actors who employ their 

hegemonic power to assert their version of the war as the legitimate one. Regardless of what 

transitional justice mechanisms find, perceptions of the past are crafted by the dominant 

ethnonational elites (Trbovc 2020; Guzina and Marijan 2013). Political actors influence how 

collective memories are expressed in part by selecting what to commemorate and what to 
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ignore, which memorials to build, which buildings to renovate and so forth (Clark 2016; 

Bădescu 2019). The contentious narratives perpetuated by dominant political elites can even 

erode the progress of grassroots reconciliation work (Trahan and Vukušić 2020, 475). Some 

argue that this is intentional, that ethnic tension is instrumental in preserving the power of the 

elites, who accommodate each other’s interests across ethnic lines in order to maintain the status 

quo and control over each respective community (Belloni and Ramović 2020; Bojičić-

Dželilović 2015). According to Jelena Subotić (2009, 6) elites have essentially highjacked the 

justice process, using transitional mechanisms to achieve goals other than those they were 

intended for, such as getting rid of political opponents and obtaining international material 

benefits.   

Moreover, there is a growing argument that to foster thicker reconciliation and meaningful 

change in BiH, transitional justice must go beyond trials to practices anchored in the affected 

communities (Haider 2021; Trahan and Vukušić 2020). There are many examples of initiatives 

promoted by local organizations across the country such as Most Mira’s theatre activities, the 

multi-ethnic storytelling project My Story, and The Balkan Diskurs Youth Correspondent 

Program. However, elites have demonstrated a limited interest in such reconciliation activities, 

as is evident by the lack of support and funding for, and in some cases direct opposition to, 

grassroots projects (Haider 2021, 7; Moll 2020). Additionally, political actors across the 

Balkans have blocked the development of official national truth commissions and undermined 

the establishment of a region-wide truth commission (Bădescu 2019; Clark 2016; Dragović-

Soso 2016). In BiH specifically the idea of a national TRC emerged in the 1990s and was met 

with political and societal resistance. The country has since seen several unofficial truth-

seeking initiatives such as the Human Losses Project initiated by the RDC, which again, 

initially saw opposition from elites who did not accept their findings (Kurze 2017). There are 

also cases of initiatives being undermined or abandoned because of the absence of cooperation 

between NGOs from the two entities (Haider 2021).  

While projects fostering short-term intergroup contact may be helpful in improving 

intergroup attitudes, they may not be sufficient to dismantle conflict narratives in a way that 

transforms participants’ perceptions and understandings of how the different groups relate to 

each other (Burrows et al. 2022). Furthermore, it is questioned to what extent local initiatives 

are able to have wider impact beyond the immediate participants. Though there is some 

evidence that smaller projects can trickle upwards, it remains very difficult to impact the 

political, elite level (Garson 2020). Thus, the depth and longevity of the effects of participating 

in local activities is undermined by the participant’s environment continuing to be based on 

segregationist and nationalist ideas. Without comprehensive governmental politics and support, 

community initiatives are not sufficient to bring about thick levels of reconciliation 

(Strupinskienė 2022).  
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However, it is important that blame is not only laid at the feet of local elites, as this presumes 

that if only there were more honorable politicians the transitional justice mechanisms would 

have produced the intended results, ignoring the inherent problems in that the process was from 

the beginning a result of external intervention, imposed and designed by foreign actors. Further, 

this view assumes that elites are always successful in convincing the public of supporting their 

views and policies, neglecting that elites cannot simply set agendas dominated by their own 

interests, there must be basis in what resonates with the public (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 252). 

Additionally, it is not the case that initiatives aiming towards reconciliation are solely 

undermined or hindered by ethnonationalist elites, the work of organizations and local actors 

focusing on reconciliation are not always widely supported within their own communities 

(Guzina and Marijan 2013, 260; Haider 2021; Strupinskienė 2022).  

It is evident from the research that the impacts of transitional justice in BiH have at best 

been mixed. Significant improvements in reconciliation have not been achieved, and divisions 

remain both in the form of physical segregation and through competing views of the past. 

However, most of the research cited in the previous discussion has not been based on the views 

of members of the general population, but rather media coverage, court documents, interviews 

with elites or people already engaged in projects and activities aimed towards justice and 

reconciliation. For example Guzina and Marijan (2013, 247) primarily conducted interviews 

with “key informants, namely local bureaucrats working for the international organizations in 

Bosnia, civil society representatives and activists engaged in issues of reconciliation and 

peacebuilding”. This may lead to results that are not grounded in the lived experiences of local 

populations, the very people transitional justice is meant to serve, which is why this thesis aims 

to contribute to the field with the use of unique survey data.  

While there are a number of studies on public opinion in BiH regarding transitional justice 

and reconciliation, the data tend to be older, and limited in scope or sample size. For example, 

there are surveys looking at only specific subgroups or mechanisms, such as the effects of 

dialogue projects in schools  (Cleven 2020), students’ attitudes towards reconciliation in mixed 

and segregated schools (Meernik et al. 2016), the attitudes of soldiers towards the ICTY 

(Nettelfield 2010b), and the effects of youth participation in peacebuilding intervention on 

intergroup attitudes and construals of relations between ethnic groups (Burrows et al. 2022). 

Some research, using surveys conducted on the general population, is concerned with what 

respondents believe should take place in regards to transitional justice, but not an assessment 

of what has actually been done (e.g. Parmentier, Valiñas, and Weitekamp 2009; Wilkes et al 

2013). Other studies find that authoritarianism, nationalism and ethnocentrism were the most 

important obstacles to reconciliation in BiH (Biro et al. 2004), that an increased degree of 

trauma experienced during the war decreased the belief in the possibility for trust and 

reconciliation (Jones, Parmentier, and Weitekamp 2012), that exposure to violence influences 



 15 

people’s transitional justice preferences (Hall et al. 2018), and that there is a positive 

relationship between a person’s attitude towards the ICTY and level of reconciliation towards 

members of other ethnic groups (Meernik and Guerrero 2014). These are focused on 

characteristics and experiences of the individual, and how they affect views towards 

reconciliation and transitional justice, but as will be argued, reconciliation consists of 

sociopsychological processes that happen at the group level and it is at this level more scholarly 

attention is needed. The thesis will thus build upon the research of Roland Kostić (2007; 2008; 

2012) by using an argument centering around the importance of social identity in transitional 

justice, combining population and elite level data. While studies have compared the views of 

the group and elite levels, or the views of the local population over time, to the author’s 

knowledge there is no study that does both. This thesis will therefore contribute to the field by 

using unique data with a comparison across time and levels of analysis.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Transitional Justice  
 

Transitional justice and its mechanisms have become staples of peacebuilding practice to the 

extent that their implementation is a default expectation following mass atrocities, supported 

by the argument that justice is an integral part of sustainable peace (Sharp 2019, 576; Arthur 

2010, 272). A basic description is that transitional justice aims to provide justice for victims 

and promote peace, democracy and reconciliation in societies dealing with the aftermath of 

conflict and/or systematic abuse (UN 2008), in other words the “core problem of transitional 

justice is how to justly pursue societal transformation” (Murphy 2017, 160). However, there 

really is no consensus regarding what transitional justice entails, nor what its goals are. As 

exemplified, frequently terms such as truth, peace, reconciliation, democratization, rule of law, 

and justice are used when discussing transitional justice, but these are terms that themselves 

lack simple, agreed upon definitions or measurements (Thoms, Ron, and Paris 2008; Clark 

2013; Kritz 2009; De Greiff 2012). Instead, its purpose has tended to be “assumed rather than 

explicitly articulated in the theory and practice of transitional justice” (Lambourne 2014, 19), 

and it has been highlighted that “the field remains tremendously undertheorized” (De Greiff 

2012, 31–32). It is also argued that transitional justice lacks a theory of change that is 

empirically rooted and underlying assumptions about the relationships between desired 

outcomes and the way interventions are expected to bring them about (Gready 2019, 7).  
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Furthermore, transitional justice is embedded in the liberal peace paradigm, meaning that it 

is not neutral. It does not simply refer to a set of mechanisms or technical measures, but 

prioritizes certain actors, practices and discourses over others (Jones and Bernath 2018, 1). 

Thus, with the assumption of liberal constitutional democracy and market economy as the 

automatic endpoints of transition, the practice of transitional justice has been preoccupied with 

civil and political concerns, the rule of law and the prevention of violence using mainly top-

down, state-centric approaches (Gready and Robins 2019; Sharp 2019). As long as democratic 

institutions are built, the international community believes it has created the foundation for 

peace and reconciliation to develop, when in reality these externally created institutions are 

disconnected from citizens and dynamics on the ground (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 247–48). 

Additionally, emphasis is on acts of physical violence rather than chronic structural violence 

and unequal social relations, in essence pursuing negative rather than positive peace. In line 

with this, transitional justice responds to the symptoms of conflict but does not address root 

causes, nor does anything to challenge unequal and intersecting power relations and structures 

of exclusion at the local and global level (Gready and Robins 2014, 340; Hoddy 2021, 102). 

Related to the liberal foundations of transitional justice is that its practice has been 

dominated by an elite international professional and donor network, which is ignorant of local 

needs. This is because certain knowledges and realities are prioritized over others, less value is 

placed on local knowledge compared to internationalized ways of knowing transitional justice 

(Jones 2015). This results in the international community only supporting local initiatives if 

they align with their goals and are compatible with their ideas of justice, in addition to an 

institutionalization and professionalization of the field which has created a justice through 

bureaucratic means (Jones 2015, 297). Though there has been a shift in recent years to 

acknowledge the importance of understanding the local context, and include locally rooted 

processes and actors, such attempts have also been criticized for co-opting tradition and relying 

on local civil society and elites rather than members of the general population (Gready and 

Robins 2014; Kochanski 2018). Local ownership in practice tends to be a misleading label, 

obfuscating the continued external influence. The privileging of local agenda setting also runs 

the risk of reproducing power structures and discrimination as well as lacking systemic reach 

(Gready 2019, 13).  

The growing critique of transitional justice tends to highlight that socioeconomic aspects of 

justice and structural violence are sidelined in favor of civic and political goals, which fail to 

address the needs and priorities of victims (Evans 2016; Robins 2012; Vella 2014). However, 

what continues to be underserved within these academic debates is the role of identity and how 

it influences behavior, which is of particular importance within the context of ethnic conflicts. 

For example, since transitional justice has been a part of the liberal peacebuilding toolbox it 

entails a civic understanding of nationbuilding, assuming that all citizens, regardless of cultural 
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or ethnic differences share the same vision of political community, which simply is not the case 

(Guzina and Marijan 2013, 254). Rather, the politicization of ethnicity, and ingroup mentalities 

shape responses to transitional justice mechanisms. Traditional, formulaic, one-size-fits-all 

approaches do not work as they do not contend with the fact that transitional justice mechanisms 

are filtered through local populations’ preconceived notions of identity, and that norms and 

institutions of transitional justice can be appropriated for the purposes of further delineating 

between in- and outgroups (Guzina and Marijan 2013, 254). The dynamics of ethnic conflicts 

differ from those of other conflicts, it therefore follows, that the means to address the injustices 

that occurred during ethnic conflict must also differ (Arthur 2010, 273). As noted, a common 

critique of transitional justice is the failure to address root causes of conflict. However, there is 

not always a consensus surrounding what these are (Friedman 2018, 704), this is particularly 

true of ethnic conflicts as each group will believe themselves to be justified in their use of 

violence and have their own narratives of victimization. If one posits that insecurity is a root 

cause of conflict, what that means, how it manifests and thus how it should be ameliorated will 

differ between groups.  

 

Social Identity Theory  
 

Pioneered by social psychologist Henri Tajfel, social identity theory (SIT), introduces the 

concept of social identity in order to explain intergroup behaviors, defined as “that part of an 

individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social 

group (or groups) together with the emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel 

1974, 69). It begins with the understanding that individuals strive to “achieve a satisfactory 

concept or image of himself” (Tajfel 1974, 68). Important to SIT is self-categorization, and 

how this socio-cognitive process shapes the development of shared realities (Turner et al. 

1987). A group’s social identity becomes psychologically salient in our minds when we identify 

with the group, and therefore our feelings, thoughts, behaviors and worldview are shaped by 

the norms that characterize the identity shared with others categorized as members of the same 

group. This results in viewing others through the lens of group membership and shared identity, 

which, in effect depersonalizes them, rather than being viewed as individuals they are defined 

in terms of being members of a group. 

Further, it takes very little for these processes of categorization to take place, Tajfel and 

colleagues in the early 1970s conducted experiments in order to establish the minimal 

conditions “in which an individual will, in his behavior, distinguish between an ingroup and an 

outgroup” (Tajfel 1974, 67). The results were highly significant and showed that even though 
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group membership was arbitrarily assigned, individuals would award more money to members 

of the ingroup, and even aim to achieve the maximum difference in favor of the ingroup, despite 

the fact that this meant less money was awarded compared with other strategies (Tajfel 1974, 

68). Many minimal condition group studies have been carried out since, and the results have 

been replicated hundreds of times (Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 4).  

Moreover, according to social psychologists Sucharita Belavadi and Michael A. Hogg 

“intergroup behavior tends to be competitive due to the operation of social comparison process” 

(Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 2). These social comparison processes help delineate the boundaries 

between ingroup and outgroup members, or as Tajfel (1974, 67) put it ”the existence or strength 

of the ingroup are thus seen as phenomena derived from the relations between the ingroup and 

its outgroups”. These processes tend to take the form of negative comparisons, where, in order 

for members of an ingroup to dislike or hold hatred towards an outgroup, they must previously 

have acquired a sense of belonging to a group that is clearly distinct from the other to which 

they hold negative views (Tajfel 1974, 66). Individuals compare themselves with those 

dissimilar to gain a higher status, positive identity and sense of self through maintaining 

distinctiveness from the outgroup and prevailing in competition. As noted, people have a strong 

drive to feel good about themselves and maintain stable self-esteem, and when the self is 

defined in terms of social identity this drive manifests as the pursuit of positive intergroup 

distinctiveness (Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 5). Who “we” are is shaped and understood in 

relation to who “they” are, and consequently as a result of the self enhancement motive, it then 

becomes important for “us” to be better than “them”.  

Thus, in the context of group dynamics, the categorization of individuals into “us” and 

“them” is enough to create the need to prevail over the other and be better than them. In the real 

world this is complicated by the fact that social categories and groups often differ in terms of 

social status, meaning how they are evaluated and viewed by society. There will therefore, be 

intergroup competition regarding status and prestige, to promote or protect the relative status 

of the ingroup (Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 5).  

The reduction of uncertainty is another aspect of how group memberships are 

psychologically important. To minimize uncertainty, clear boundaries between the in- and 

outgroups are necessary, and competitive intergroup relations are a way to crystalize these 

boundaries and understand where “we” stand in relation to “them” (Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 

7). Furthermore, groups can never be fully secure of their status and social identity, even if a 

group is universally viewed as the superior group, it must always continue to work towards 

preserving its distinctiveness (Tajfel 1974, 77). The struggle over status and prestige may lead 

to the outgroup being viewed as threatening the position of the ingroup, with the possibility of 

violence resulting from extreme competitive relations. Interacting with this are other factors 

such as intergroup anxiety, which stems from negative expectations of intergroup interactions 
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and creates an obstacle for establishing positive contact (Stephan and Stephan 1985). This is 

heightened by minimal previous contact, negative outgroup stereotypes, history of intergroup 

conflict, large status difference between groups, and high levels of identification with the 

ingroup (Freeman 2012, 19). Essentially social psychology informs us that group identities are 

important to maintaining positive self-esteem and that the existence of in- and outgroups lead 

to competitive attitudes which shape behavior.  

 

Societal Security and Ethnic Identity  
 

Ethnic identities are different from other social identities in that “they are constructed around 

the idea of descent, as well as social and biological reproduction” (Arthur, 2010, 273) and are 

“composed of cultural attributes, such as religion, language, customs, and shared historical 

myths” (Fearon and Laitin 2000, 848). Therefore, while ethnic identities are socially 

constructed, in many contexts they cannot be chosen and unchosen by individuals. Another 

perspective is that identities are in fact chosen and not given, but once they are chosen they 

become absolute, and thus are both chosen, voluntary, and constructed, imagined, as well as 

perceived as absolute, given and fixed (Lindholm 1993, 15). Further, members of ethnic groups 

perceive their belonging to the group as influencing their status and fate in the sociopolitical 

and economic structure in which they live, and underlies feelings of belongingness, attachment 

and distinctiveness (Bar-Tal 2013, 13-14). Ethnic identities are therefore highly salient and a 

social identity that can easily be linked to insecurity.  

The concept of societal security was put forth by Barry Buzan (1983) as one of five sectors 

of security, and expanded upon by the Copenhagen School of security studies (Wæver, Buzan, 

and Kelstrup 1993). It proposes society as a referent object, challenging the state-centrism of 

security studies. Society here refers to a politically significant social unit that provides a locus 

of identification for its members, such as a nation, ethnic group, clan or tribe, in other words, a 

group sharing a common social identity (Theiler 2010, 106). Societal security can be viewed as 

synonymous with identity security as it is concerned with the ability of an identity community 

to survive and sustain itself (Buzan, Wæver, and Wilde 1998; Roe 1999, 193). 

To securitize, is thus to identify a threat to the social and cultural survival of an ethnic group, 

and a strategy to neutralize said threat (Theiler 2010, 107). It is to be noted that threats are 

socially constructed, and thus identities and relations to others influence what is deemed to be 

a threat or not (Roe 1999, 185). Once a social identity has been securitized, it is considered a 

thing whose continuance must be ensured (Roe 1999, 195-6), a threat against one’s group is 

inherently an existential threat whose nullification is an absolute priority. Therefore, extreme 
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defensive measures which would not be considered morally or politically acceptable in ordinary 

circumstances may be taken, for example, the defense of culture may often manifest through 

ethnic nationalism (Roe 1999, 194). This is another reason why elites may wish to securitize 

an issue, to be granted the approval to take extraordinary action.  

There is a reciprocal link between group securitization, group consolidation and the status 

of the securitizing actor. Therefore, securitization can create a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy 

whereby securitizing discourses can generate the reality they depict, provided the audience 

accepts the statement. For this to happen, the securitizing actor must enjoy sufficient credibility 

and status among the audience, and the threats they are invoking must have a basis in pre-

existing suspicions and anxieties (Stritzel 2007 in Theiler 2010, 107). Hence, while elites will 

manipulate fears and create threats for their own gain, these must resonate with the general 

public. The idea that ordinary people are easily deceived by leaders neglects the fact that many 

actively support their leaders’ policies (Arthur 2010, 283). Likewise, the dynamic can be more 

bottom up, where insecure societies call upon their states for protection, this may for example 

be reflected in voting patterns (Theiler 2010, 107). Ultimately, contextual factors are necessary 

to explain why and when certain securitization discourses emerge and find broad acceptance.  

If a given issue can be securitized it follows that it can also be desecuritized, i.e. taken “out 

of the realm of security conceptualization” into the area of “a-security” (Wæver 1998, 81). A-

security refers to a condition where a given issue is not interpreted as having identity 

implications or is not thought of in identity terms at all (Theiler 2010, 111). It is theorized that 

two strategies can lead to desecuritization. The first seeks to convince the audience that the 

issue they believe to be threatening either does not pose a threat, or does not exist at all. The 

other is focused on the group itself, where the group’s defining markers are redefined in such a 

way where the issue no longer poses an identity threat. Relatedly, Arthur (2010, 286-7) 

discusses how transitional justice can take identity into account by supporting processes of 

decategorization, recategorization and mutual differentiation, which would in practice appear 

to serve similar purposes:  

In decategorization processes, people’s ethnic identities are downplayed in favor of 

personal identities, such that people are asked to relate to one another on a purely 

personal level. In recategorization processes, people’s ethnic identities are downplayed 

in favor of a more encompassing, “superordinate” category, such as gender or national 

identity. Mutual differentiation processes do not so much challenge the boundaries of 

ethnic categories, but rather ensure that differentiation does not entail demeaning the 

value of other groups.  

Daniel Bar-Tal’s (2007; 2013) research on intractable conflicts elucidates the 

sociopsychological processes that keep identity within the realm of security and make ethnic 
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conflicts more difficult to resolve. To meet the challenges of living in an intractable conflict, 

societies develop a sociopsychological infrastructure which serves as a prism through which 

society members understand the world (Bar-Tal 2007, 1434–36). The three elements of this 

infrastructure are collective memories, ethos of conflict, and collective emotional orientation 

(Bar-Tal 2007, 1435). Collective memories justify the conflict, present positive images of the 

ingroup, delegitimize the opponent, and portray the ingroup as the victim (Bar-Tal 2007, 1436, 

1438). Although there is some basis in actual events, the collective memory of a conflict is not 

an objective telling of the past, but a biased, selective and distorted socially constructed 

narrative that functions to meet a society’s needs (Bar-Tal 2007, 1436). Naturally, opposing 

groups maintain contradictory memories of the same events. The ethos of conflict has to do 

with a society’s narrative about the present, its goals and images of the ingroup and outgroup 

(Bar-Tal 2007, 1438). Together the societal beliefs of collective memory and ethos of conflict 

complement each other and constitute a widely shared solid and holistic narrative, which in 

turn contributes to the maintenance and strengthening of social identity (Bar-Tal 2007, 1439, 

1443). Beliefs about threats and dangers are embedded into collective memory and ethos, 

disseminated through societal channels of communication, and cultural and educational 

institutions, and are thus continuously circulated and reinforced (Bar-Tal 2007, 1440). Finally, 

is the development of collective emotional orientations, where emotional experiences become 

a societal phenomenon (Bar-Tal 2007, 1439). For societies involved in intractable conflict these 

tend to be dominated by fear, as well as hatred and anger, guilt or pride.   

Intractable conflicts affect the nature, contents, and functioning of social identity, and cause 

people to increase their sense of identification with the ingroup in order to fulfill the need for 

belonging and security (Bar-Tal 2007, 1443). The sociopsychological infrastructure creates a 

sense of differentiation and superiority, sharpening intergroup differences (Bar-Tal 2007, 

1441). It justifies and legitimizes the ingroup’s acts of violence and attributes one’s own 

immoral behavior to the rival’s violence and external situational factors. The ingroup is praised 

and glorified, and presented as the sole victim of the conflict while all responsibility is placed 

on the cruel, inhumane and immoral outgroup. This differentiation allows for needed positive 

self and collective esteem and feelings of superiority. In turn, strong identification with the 

society involved in an intractable conflict contributes to the acceptance of shared beliefs. 

Additionally, the memories and narratives within each group about the suffering endured by its 

members, may become a central aspect of the group’s identity, forming a collective victimhood 

(Belavadi and Hogg 2021, 10; Oberpfalzerová, Ullrich, and Jeřábek 2019). Groups compete 

over the experience of collective victimhood and subsequently engage in competitive 

victimhood, where each group positions itself as the primary victim of the conflict, whose pain 

and suffering is greater than that of the outgroup (Noor et al. 2017). Narratives of victimhood 
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can enable group members to come together in times of perceived crisis and threat, while 

exaggerating intergroup divisions and hampering the troubled intergroup relations.  

Furthermore, the sociopsychological infrastructure is widely shared and expressed in the 

major societal channels of communication, eventually permeating books, plays, films and other 

cultural products. Societal communications and cultural products reflect the beliefs, attitudes 

and emotions experienced by society members and simultaneously transmit, disseminate and 

validate them (Bar-Tal 2007, 1444). Leaders also use the sociopsychological infrastructure for 

the justification of decisions, policies and courses of action (Bar-Tal 2007, 1445). 

Subsequently, younger generations are exposed to this infrastructure through family, 

educational institutions and mass media, and come to internalize the same beliefs, attitudes, 

values and emotions by adulthood.  

A consequence of the infrastructure is that it affects the way information is anticipated, 

selectively interpreted, recalled and acted upon (Bar-Tal 2007, 1446). Individuals search for 

and absorb information that is in line with societal beliefs and omit contradictory information 

or process it through bias, addition and distortion. Therefore, while the sociopsychological 

infrastructure enables better adaptation to the conflict conditions, it also acts as a barrier for 

resolving the conflict (Bar-Tal 2007, 1446-7). It becomes a prism through which society 

members construe their reality, interpret their experiences, collect new information and then 

make decisions about their course of action. In essence, as the conflict evolves, each of the 

opposing groups develops its own sociopsychological infrastructure, which over time comes to 

serve as the major motivating, justifying and rationalizing factor of the conflict (Bar-Tal 2007, 

1447). Negative actions taken by other groups validates the infrastructure and magnifies the 

motivation and readiness to engage in conflict, confirming the held negative beliefs and justifies 

harming the opponent.  

 

Reconciliation 
 

Just as sociopsychological processes are central to maintaining conflict, they are also the key 

to building stable and peaceful relations between opposing groups. These are based on fully 

nonviolent, normalized, and cooperative cultural, economic and political relations where both 

sides have a vested interest in developing new peaceful relations and a secure coexistence (Bar-

Tal 2013, 369). Change is needed not only in the worldview, beliefs, motivations, attitudes, and 

emotions of society members but also in cultural, societal and educational products, such as 

new symbols and narratives, ceremonies, information in mass media, films, textbooks, and 

leaders’ speeches (Bar-Tal 2013, 370). A new sociopsychological infrastructure must replace 
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the one developed during the conflict, be shared by a majority and penetrate deeply into societal 

institutions, organizations, and channels of communication, creating a stable foundation for 

peace that is rooted in the psyche of the people. Thus, lasting peace cannot develop without 

structural processes that are interwoven with the psychological process, sociopsychological 

changes go hand in hand with sociopolitical changes (Bar-Tal 2013, 391).  

These changes must begin in a pre-agreement phase in order to facilitate a peaceful 

resolution that is supported by society members, otherwise, they may not accept negotiated 

compromises and will still hold the same worldview that fueled the conflict (Bar-Tal 2013, 

376). This leads to the maintenance of a cold peace, defined as a scenario in which relations 

between conflict parties remain unsettled as they adhere to signed peace agreements but do not 

continue to build stable and lasting peaceful relations between society members. These 

conditions are often supported by leaders and economic elites who see the maintenance of 

peaceful relations as in their interests, regardless of the quality of said relations (Bar-Tal 2013, 

368). 

According to Bar-Tal (2013, 376) reconciliation “constitutes the psychological societal 

process that is a necessary condition for building a stable and lasting peace” and lies at “the 

heart of the formation or restoration of genuine peaceful relationships between societies that 

have been involved in intractable conflict”. It refers to building new relations that allow for 

moving beyond the experiences accumulated before and during the conflict, and the formation 

of a new sociopsychological infrastructure that can accommodate past grievances, and 

construct new views about the rival, the conflict and the collective self. There are five themes 

of societal beliefs that need to be changed in the process of reconciliation, they are: societal 

beliefs about the about one’s own group, the group’s goals, about the rival group, relations with 

the past opponent, and about peace. 

The first condition for reconciliation is a complete shift in views with regard to the rival 

group, who must be legitimized, differentiated, equalized and personalized (Bar-Tal 2013, 

379). This enables the rival to be viewed as a partner to peace, and a human entity deserving of 

equal, just, and humane treatment. Relations need to transform to center around cooperation 

and peace, along with sensitivity and care about the needs of the other group. The 

transformation is based on the recognition that both sides have legitimate goals, needs and 

contentions, and that it is necessary that these be satisfied in order to solve the conflict and 

establish peaceful relations (Bar-Tal 2013, 379). 

As the process of reconciliation progresses, a new common outlook of the past is required 

(Bar-Tal 2013, 381). Years of violence leave deep scars of grief, anger, a sense of victimhood 

and desire for revenge, the parties in conflict have also internalized opposing collective 

memories that focus on the evilness and wrongdoing of the other. Thus, reconciliation entails 

changing these by learning about the rival group’s collective memory and recognizing the 



 24 

ingroup’s role in maintaining the conflict and atrocities committed during it. It is through the 

process of negotiation and renegotiation about collective memories that one’s own past is 

critically revised and synchronized with that of the other group, allowing a new narrative to 

emerge (Bar-Tal 2013, 382). Another crucial pillar of the new sociopsychological infrastructure 

for reconciliation is a sense of security, a basic human need. A lack of security causes 

frustration, fear, and dissatisfaction and may lead to extreme behavior including violence (Bar-

Tal 2013, 390). Reconciliation demands a sense of security in the relationship with the former 

rival, no threat or danger should be coming from either side.  

Finally, there must be equalized interactions between the parties, and political and economic 

restructuring that lead to new and cooperative links that stabilize peaceful relationships (Bar-

Tal 2013, 393). In cases where the rival parties need to function under the same political system 

there must be internal institutional reforms, especially in the political, economic and legal 

systems. Political integration is key, and all groups must be included in the power system. While 

reconciliation is an informal process it still requires the participation of formal institutions with 

planning, policies and actions in order to be legitimate and institutionalized (Bar-Tal 2013, 

378). The achievement of justice, peace and democracy should be viewed as complementary 

activities to sociopsychological changes within the societies, for which transitional justice is a 

useful tool in achieving, according to Bar-Tal (2013, 394).  

Reconciliation can therefore be understood as a multifaceted, complex process consisting 

of sociopsychological, structural and political changes. While this discussion has centered on 

Bar-Tal’s conception of reconciliation, it should be noted that there is no definitive definition 

of the concept, nor a consensus on how it can be evaluated or achieved, or even if it is possible 

at all. Karen Brounéus (2008, 294) defines reconciliation as “a societal process that involves 

mutual acknowledgment of past suffering and the changing of destructive attitudes and 

behaviors into constructive relationships toward sustainable peace”, a definition formulated 

based on a review of the field. Priscilla Hayner (2011, 189) proposes three questions to be asked 

when assessing reconciliation: a) How is the past dealt with in the public sphere? b) What are 

the relationships between former opponents? c) Is there one version of the past, or many? 

According to Herbert C. Kelman (2004, 119) reconciliation is  “the development of working 

trust, the transformation of the relationship toward a partnership based on reciprocity and 

mutual responsiveness, and an agreement that addresses both parties’ basic needs”, and in his 

view requires a change of identity through a process of internalization. It is evident that there 

are certain generally agreed upon themes, whereby reconciliation encompasses the 

transformation of relations between former adversaries, the development of shared narratives 

and a mutual goal of peace.  
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Specifications of Research Questions  
 

Reconciliation can therefore be understood as a latent variable, not measurable in itself, but 

rather observed through other variables. Based on the theoretical discussion, reconciliation is 

operationalized according to indicators consisting of views on the following themes: the 

conflict, transitional justice, insecurity, the salience of ethnic identity, how the state should be 

structured and the outgroup as a partner in peace.  

The theoretical framework creates the argument that transitional justice, regardless of which 

mechanisms are employed, will not be effective at fostering reconciliation in cases where the 

root causes of conflict and sociopsychological infrastructure created by the conflict remain. 

Sociopsychological processes and the importance of identity must be taken into account when 

designing and implementing transitional justice, as the work of such mechanisms will 

inevitably be interpreted on the ground by local populations in a way that confirm societal 

beliefs. In order to contribute to the understanding of the research puzzle, and the question of 

if transitional justice can promote reconciliation in the aftermath of ethnic conflict in the 

systems that promote ethnonational insecurity, the analysis will attempt to answer the following 

questions: 

 

i. Has transitional justice contributed to reconciliation in BiH? 

 

ii. Have there been changes over time to the sociopsychological infrastructure developed 

during conflict? Has this sociopsychological infrastructure been replaced with one of 

peace?  

 

iii. Do elites and the general population hold the same views in regards to reconciliation 

and transitional justice? 

 

Methodology  
 

This study aims to find trends in how views on reconciliation have shifted over time in order to 

evaluate the efficacy of transitional justice. A case study of BiH will be conducted, with the use 

of survey data from 2005 and 2019, and statements made by political elites during 2007 and 

2019, which allows for a comparison across time and levels of analysis. Content analysis and 

descriptive statistics will be used to analyze the empirical data. The following section discusses 

the material, methodological choices and limitations of the thesis.  
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Case Study 
 

Case studies focus on one or few cases with the ambition of understanding and capturing 

broader and more general underlying dynamics (Ruffa 2020, 1133). For this thesis, a single-

case design has been chosen, which allows the researcher to shed light on a larger class of cases 

and test the causal implications of a theory, providing corroborating evidence for a causal 

argument (Gerring 2007, 20, 45). In short, the theoretical argument is that mechanisms of 

transitional justice will not produce the intended effects in postconflict contexts where identity 

based insecurity remains. Therefore, it is necessary that the case selected be one consisting of 

an ethnic conflict and a subsequently substantive transitional justice process. BiH fits these 

criteria, and is a critical case as it was subject to one of the most expensive and expansive 

externally led transitional justice processes. Proponents of traditional transitional justice, based 

in the liberal paradigm, would therefore expect such a supported transitional effort to be 

successful in providing justice and fostering reconciliation. However, the assumption based on 

the theoretical framework is instead that attitudes towards transitional justice mechanisms and 

views demonstrating reconciliation will not have shifted significantly in a positive direction. 

Rwanda presents the other potential case of ethnic violence followed by a similarly 

comprehensive and supported transitional justice process, however due to the autocratic nature 

of its government it is impossible to study the views of the general population when it comes 

to topics related to the genocide.  

For the purposes of this thesis a single-case study method combining temporal and within-

case variation is used (Gerring 2007, 31). Of interest are the views of Bosniaks, Bosnian Croats 

and Bosnian Serbs, the three ethnic groups previously in conflict, and if these have changed 

over time in the direction of reconciliation. Comparing data from two periods in time is essential 

for testing the theoretical argument, as though one should be able to expect results from 

transitional justice to appear within a twelve to fourteen year period, these are not assumed to 

have manifested. Instead, the sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict continues to shape 

intergroup relations, and the work of transitional justice mechanisms will have been filtered 

through this lens. A comparison of trends in the views from the elite and population levels 

allows for further testing of arguments being made regarding the state of reconciliation within 

BiH itself, and the role elites play in hindering the process and keeping identity within the realm 

of security. As previously noted, there are those who posit that the elites are an obstacle to 

national reconciliation as they promote competing ethnicized truths of the war, and maintain 

narratives that each group is still under threat. The statements made by leading politicians, are 

however, also a reflection of  the beliefs of the general population, as they have been 

democratically elected and their rhetoric must therefore have some resonance with the public. 
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The comparison is asymmetric as while views on the six identified themes have been collected 

through statements made by politicians, the availability of survey data means that only views 

on the conflict, transitional justice, and a shared future are covered at the population level.  

 

Material 
 

There is a long tradition of analyzing text in order to gain information about the actors who 

produced them, as the point of text is to communicate something, thus, all text contains 

information that could be treated as a form of data (Benoit 2020, 462–63). Since the views of 

political elites in BiH are of interest, the use of textual data is particularly appropriate since it 

can be considered as “the most pervasive – and certainly the most persistent – artifact of 

political behavior” (Monroe and Schrodt 2008, 351). In fact, it is argued that what political 

actors say provides more evidence of their true inner state than the behavior they exhibit (Benoit 

2020, 462). The textual data used in this thesis consists of statements made by elites, available 

in English, regarding the Bosnian war, transitional justice, the structure of the state, insecurity, 

the salience of ethnic identity, and a shared future during the calendar years of 2007 and 2019.  

The database used to collect the statements is Factiva, a news database produced by Dow 

Jones International that gathers news articles from more than 33,000 sources, from 200 

countries in 28 languages (Sundberg and Harbom 2011, 103). It also includes transcripts from 

BBC Monitoring, which translates local radio, newspapers and television into English, and is 

the most frequent source of the content analyzed in this thesis.  

Due to time constraints and scope limitations, the term political elite refers to the leaders of 

the two largest parties supported by each ethnic group. This creates a sample consisting of the 

elites who have most influence, being as they are either the leaders of the largest parties in 

government or of the largest parties of the opposition. In addition, the rhetoric they espouse 

will most reflect the sentiments that are most popular among the public. As the years 2007 and 

2019 are examined, the election results from 2006 and 2018 have been used to determine which 

politicians are of interest. The elites under study are summarized in the following table. It 

should be noted that all parties have an ethnonationalist ideology, aside from SDP, which is 

social democratic and officially multiethnic, but is primarily supported by urban Bosniaks.  
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Table 1. Overview of Political Elites 

Year Elite Party  Ethnic 
constituency 

Political 
Position  

Government 
or Opposition 

Number of 
statements 

 
 
 
 
2 
0 
0 
7 

Sulejman 
Tihić    

SDA Bosniak Right wing Government 23 

Haris 
Silajdžić    

SBiH Bosniak Center-
right  

Government 69 

Milorad 
Dodik 

SNSD Serb Center-left Government 132 

Mladen 
Bosić 

SDS Serb Right wing Opposition 12 

Dragan 
Čović 

HDZ Croat Right wing Government 22 

Božo 
Ljubić 

HDZ 
1990 

Croat Right wing Government 10 

 
 
2 
0 
1 
9 
(Until 
30/06) 
 
(After 
30/06) 

Bakir 
Izetbegović 

SDA Bosniak Right wing Government  27 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

SDP Bosniak Center-left Opposition 5 

Milorad 
Dodik 

SNSD Serb Center-left Government 83 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

SDS Serb Right wing Opposition 2 

Mirko 
Šarović 

SDS Serb Right wing Opposition  1 

Dragan 
Čović 

HDZ Croat Right wing Government 17 

Ilija 
Cvitanović 

HDZ 
1990 

Croat Right wing Extra-
parliamentary  

0 

Source: (Central Election Commission BiH n.d.; Kostić 2007, 47) 

 

Searches were made in Factiva using each elite’s name, both with and without diacritics when 

applicable, and the following keywords: ICTY, Tribunal, Court of B-H, Court of BiH, War 

Crimes Chamber, reconciliation, justice, Hague, trial, threat, security, war, peace, genocide, 

Srebrenica, apology, apologize or apologise. The search was also filtered for results in English 

and pertaining to BiH. This garnered 1,678 publications in 2007 and 1,356 in 2019. These 

results were sifted through, with publications not including quotes from the relevant politicians  

being excluded. In publications where the elites were quoted, the text was read and relevant 

statements were collected, with publications featuring statements by the elites that were 

unrelated to the research question being rejected. This resulted in the collection of 403 

statements in total.  

Survey research is an indispensable tool in social and political research, allowing the 

researcher to directly gain insight to public opinion (Johnson and Reynolds 2016, 295). This is 
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of particular importance for this study, as the general population is the intended beneficiary of 

transitional justice and assessments of reconciliation must be grounded in the lived experience 

of regular people. Surveys provide a systematic means for gathering information from a sample 

of individuals in order to describe attributes of the larger population (Eck 2011, 165). They are 

also enormously resource intensive, require a considerable investment in time, and in-depth 

knowledge of the relevant theoretical literature, the country or region to be sampled, and survey 

methodology (Eck 2011, 167, 179). Therefore, it is beyond the ability of the author to conduct 

survey research at the level of quality necessary to answer the research question, instead, survey 

data gathered by Roland Kostić in cooperation with IPSOS is used. The data from 2005 consists 

of a stratified random sample of 2500 adults with 900 from the Bosniak part of BiH, 800 from 

the predominantly Croat part and 800 from the Serb part of the country, due to the lack of 

postwar census data at the time. The 2019 data consists of a random sample of the whole 

population with a total of 1052 respondents. These were coded based on ethnic belonging, with 

those who identified as Muslim or Bosniak included in the Bosniak group, and those who 

identified as Bosnian excluded, as they identified with a civic rather than ethnic identity.  

The use of survey and textual data from the same years would have been ideal, however the 

availability of data limited this possibility. Further, statements from 2007 capture the political 

landscape in the beginning of the period marked by increased political tension following the 

transition in the international community’s strategy towards BiH moving away from extensive 

direct intervention. It was also preferable to be able to study the statements of politicians elected 

during the 2006 rather than 2002 elections, as they were less strongly influenced by external 

actors. Of importance is that the later data are both from 2019, when the latest available survey 

data was collected, which allows for a comparison of the most recent views on reconciliation 

possible.  

 

Methods  
 

Content analysis is a flexible method that can be employed and defined in a variety of ways. 

According to Lune and Berg (2017, 182) content analysis entails a “careful, detailed, systematic 

examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify patterns, 

themes, assumptions, and meanings”. Drisko and Maschi (2015, 7) refer to it as “a family of 

research techniques for making systematic, credible, or valid and replicable inferences from 

texts and other forms of communication”. It is an unobtrusive technique that allows for the 

analysis of relatively unstructured data in view of the meanings, symbolic qualities, and 

expressive contents they have and of the communicative roles they play (Krippendorff 2018, 
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51). Content analysis is therefore selected as the method for analyzing the statements made by 

political elites, in order to identify the views towards transitional justice and reconciliation, and 

relevant subthemes within.  

Content analysis can be both a qualitative and quantitative method, when used qualitatively, 

researchers focus on narratively describing the meaning of communications, in specific 

contexts, rather than using statistics or word counts (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 1). Qualitative 

content analysis can be described as a set of techniques for the systematic analysis of text, 

addressing their themes and core ideas, and can be used to identify and document the views, 

attitudes, and interests of individuals, small groups, or large and diverse cultural groups, which 

is the purpose of analyzing the statements by elites (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 2;  Krippendorff 

2018, 52). Furthermore, it allows the researcher to compare and contrast group differences,  

which will be done through the comparison of views between Bosniak, Bosnian Serb and 

Bosnian Croat politicians (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 86). It is additionally an appropriate 

method for the analysis of political text where positions expressed are of interest, as is the case 

here (Benoit 2020, 468).  

Any approach to content analysis must be systematic and requires carefully defined and 

transparently reported descriptions of how the researcher collected, coded, and analyzed the 

target material (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 4). Coding in content analysis refers to the human 

annotation of textual content based on reading the texts and assigning them categories from a 

pre-defined scheme (Benoit 2020, 470). According to Stefan Titscher et al. (2000, 58) 

categories can be understood as the operational definitions of variables, and the system of 

categories should be established before coding is undertaken, while other approaches to content 

analysis may develop categories that are revised and refined in an interactive, feedback-loop 

process (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 6). The main analysis entails the coding of data into 

categories, with the final steps of analysis being concerned with preparing the data in a way 

that clearly answers the research question, this centers on the reporting of descriptive categories 

or themes. In essence this involves the reordering and reorganization of the coded categories to 

summarize the key content in the data, which reveals the content of interest and importance to 

readers (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 109).  

Therefore a set of categories was initially created based on the theoretical framework, 

consisting of the following: views on the conflict, views on transitional justice, views on 

insecurity, views on the salience of ethnic identity, views on the structure of the state and finally 

views on a shared future. Subcategories of indicators were devised to more easily organize the 

data. 
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Table 2. Categories and indicators 

Categories of Views  Indicators  

The Conflict 
 

War of aggression  
Civil war 
Acts of genocide were committed during the war 
Acts of genocide were not committed  
Collective guilt for crimes during the war 
Individual guilt for crimes during the war  

Transitional Justice  View that justice has been served 
View that justice has not been served 
Positive view of the ICTY 
Negative view of the ICTY 
Positive view of Court of BiH 
Negative view of the Court of BiH 
Positive view of ICJ 
Negative view of ICJ 

Cooperate with judicial mechanism 
Do not cooperate  

Societal Insecurity Sense of insecurity  
Sense of security  

War will return 
War will not return 

State Structure Positive towards ethnic entities  
Negative towards ethnic entities  

BiH should be split, pro secession 
BiH should stay together, anti-secession  

Salience of Ethnic Identity  Ethnic identity salient  
Ethnic identity not salient 

Partners in Peace Views of outgroups as partners in peace  
Outgroups not viewed as partners in peace 

 

The statements were coded using the program NVivo in accordance with a binary, for most 

categories as either a positive or negative statement. Furthermore, longer statements might 

speak to the themes of several categories and have therefore been coded multiple times. 

Reliability in content analysis is often achieved by the use of several coders who test the level 

of agreement between coders coding of the same subsample (Neuendorf 2017). Due to the 

nature of this study, it was not possible to have multiple coders, instead, to ensure an acceptable 

level of reliability the data was coded three times. The statements were initially coded during 

the process of data collection, and were subsequently reread, and when necessary recoded after 

the collection was complete, and then once more following a break from the material. 
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Additionally, the politicians tended to be unambiguous when expressing their views, which 

simplified the coding process.   

As noted the final stages of analysis are concerned with the reporting of themes and key 

content in the data. The data will be presented in terms of the six established categories, themes 

within the data on each category have been identified and are discussed through a selection of 

statements that represent the views of each elite. It would be impossible to include all statements 

for all elites, particularly as some such as Dodik are overrepresented. In general views held by 

each individual are consistent, and statements are made multiple times with the same message, 

allowing for their exclusion from the text. The number of coded statements for each elite, within 

each category can also be found in the appendix, which demonstrate that statements have not 

been cherrypicked in order to present certain narratives.   

Descriptive statistics will be used to present the survey data, in particular with the use of 

cross tabulation. This is deemed to be sufficient in order to gauge the shifts in views over time 

between the three ethnic groups. The trends found in the statements made by elites and survey 

results will then be compared in order to ascertain if similar trends can be found at both levels, 

and if these reflect progress in regards to reconciliation in BiH.  

Limitations  
 

A main limitation of the study concerns language, as I do not speak Bosnian, Croatian or 

Serbian and must therefore rely on sources that have been translated into English. The language 

barrier severely limits the amount of statements I was able to access, and there are inherent 

biases in what western media chooses to report on or what local sources they choose to translate. 

This, for example, makes it more difficult to gain statements from the elites representing smaller 

parties. One might also assume that more sensationalist statements are more likely to be covered 

by western media which could skew the sample, on the other hand, because the international 

community, was and is so heavily involved in maintaining peace in the country there may be 

some vested interest in portraying the BiH as a success story and therefore positive statements 

may be highlighted. Furthermore, news outlets are not detached observers and reporters of 

events, but sociopolitically embedded institutions that are active participants in social processes 

and have inherent biases (Hodgetts and Chamberlain 2014, 383). Many of the publications used 

for the elite statements consist of translations of news and radio reports, interviews, and 

newspaper articles in Bosnian media, by western organizations, primarily BBC Monitoring, 

which mean that there is a double bias, limiting the generalizability of the findings. However, 

the sample is still deemed large enough that even if it is not completely representative of all 

statements made by the selected elites it still represents trends in statements that indeed were 
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said and rhetoric that was used at the time. Additionally, because readily available statements 

are used, rather than for example conducting interviews myself, I am unable to ask particular 

questions of the politicians and must rely on what they have publicly said. Therefore there are 

not statements for all categories for each elite, which weakens the analysis, for instance no 

statements were found by Croat elites regarding views on the conflict. This is an unavoidable 

consequence of the choice of material. Finally, due to the lack of available survey data, there 

was not data at the population level for each theme identified in the statements at the elite level, 

therefore a symmetrical comparison is not possible. The themes only containing data from 

political elites was still included in order to gain a fuller picture of reconciliation at that level.  

 

Empirical Analysis 

Historical Background 
 

The war in BiH began in 1992 in the context of the dissolution of Yugoslavia, with each ethnic 

group having its own vision of what independence meant. The war resulted in the displacement 

of half of the population and the deaths of roughly 100,000, almost 40% of which were civilian 

casualties (O’Leary 2014, x). Bosniaks represented approximately 65% of overall deaths and 

80% of civilian deaths (Calic 2013, 140). The conflict came to an end as a result of the 

November 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA), itself a result of American-led peace 

negotiations, and represented a compromise among the mutually incompatible goals. The DPA 

included a constitution for BiH and divided the country into two entities with their own 

governments, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH), consisting primarily of 

Bosniaks and Croats, and the Serb dominated Republika Srpska (RS). It recognized the three 

main ethnic groups as “constituent peoples” and created a complicated institutional structure 

with five layers of governance based around ethnic identity. Politicians are elected as 

representatives of their ethnic group and have no incentives to make cross-ethnic appeals. These 

conditions complicate effective governance, and consociation institutions often see themselves 

in a state of deadlock (Belloni 2009). Central to the war were incompatible views of the 

territorial boundaries of BiH and the rights of citizenship, these issues continue to lie at the 

heart of country’s political problems. Bosniaks fought to maintain borders and preserve and 

consolidate the state, and continue to view this as their best avenue to political and national 

survival. Croats and Serbs fear a Bosniak-dominated government, which could lead to the 

imposition of Bosniak political, cultural and religious views on the rest of the country and 
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therefore prefer extensive local autonomy and close ties to Croatia and Serbia (Belloni 2009 

358).  

The Peace Implementation Council (PIC), is an international body composed of 55 

representatives of the international community, tasked with overseeing the implementation of 

the DPA. It also appoints the High Representative, in charge of the implementation of civilian 

aspects of the agreement, and provides him with strategic direction. At a PIC meeting in late 

1997, the Office of the High Representative (OHR), which originally had limited authority, was 

granted the so-called “Bonn powers” (Belloni 2009 362; Kostić 2011, 90). These allow the 

OHR to amend the BiH constitution, annul laws, impose institutional reform and remove 

elected officials who obstruct the DPA (Kostić 2011, 90). This opened the doors for significant  

direct intervention of the international community in the internal affairs of BiH in the name of 

peace and statebuilding. The US, in particular, took control and ownership of the process, and 

aligned with its own understanding of citizenship as a civic identity, led the nationbuilding 

project with the intention of establishing a unified Bosnian identity to replace the central role 

of ethnic belonging (Kostić 2011, 80). Western actors promoted local political parties who 

claimed to endorse western civic values of social organization and believed would work for 

their vision of BiH, giving them logistic and financial support (Kostić 2011, 92). Interventions 

with the intention of overcoming the dominance of ethnonational parties and changes to 

election laws essentially meant that external actors were steering the BiH elections during the 

early 2000s. Furthermore, Paddy Ashdown’s reign as High Representative from 2002-2006 saw 

an extensive use of the Bonn powers, with a reforms going beyond the original DPA. The 

external intervention meant that political accountability was detached from policy making, as 

international officials imposed policy on the Bosnian public without being accountable to them, 

nor responsible for the outcomes of such decisions (Belloni 362 2009). The overly active role 

of the international community in engineering the internal affairs of BiH has created a state that 

is by and large shaped by external agendas rather than local processes, a so called “inverted 

state” , and is disconnected from citizens and dynamics on the ground (Guzina and Marijan 

2013, 247-48). 

Eventually the PIC decided it was time for local ownership of the process. For example, 

Christian Schwartz-Schilling was appointed as the fifth, and what was meant to be the last, 

High Representative in 2006, and refused to impose legislation on the Bosnian Parliament. 

However, the actions of the US and OHR had not empowered local actors nor created the 

conditions which would allow them to be able to take charge of the DPA process, instead 

political crisis ensued (Kostic 2011, 99). According to Perry (2019, 110) the period of time 

since 2007 has been characterized by a weak and incoherent international approach, with a 

steady decline in reform and compromise in the resulting vacuum. Sofía Sebastián-Aparicio 

(Sebastián-Aparicio 2014, 1) describes how beginning with the reform of the DPA and 
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constitution initiated in 2005, BiH experienced an unstable period which saw the repeated 

failures of reform attempts such as the Prud Agreement and Butmir process. Foreign diplomats 

and analysts have even expressed fears that the country would collapse (Belloni 2009, 356). It 

is within the context of this transition from direct foreign intervention to political crisis that the 

data from 2007 is collected.  

Aside from the general historical background provided, it is also necessary to give a brief 

account of the political context of the years 2007 and 2019, as statements made by political 

elites in regards to reconciliation and transitional justice in BiH usually took place in the wider 

context of ongoing political debates. In 2007 BiH was negotiating a Stabilization and 

Association Agreement (SAA) with the EU, as a part of the process towards eventual EU 

accession. This was stalled due to disagreements over police reform, a precondition for the 

SAA, a deadlock was created when Bosnian Serbs blocked the attempt to transform the entities’ 

separate police forces into a single national one. As a result, Miroslav Lajčák, who followed 

Schwartz-Schilling as High Representative, used the Bonn powers to make legislative changes, 

and altered voting procedures in order to make it more difficult for the entities to block decision 

making at the national level (Sebastián-Aparicio 2014). This led to a confrontation with SNSD, 

the main ruling party of RS headed by Milorad Dodik, who saw this as an unacceptable attack 

on RS autonomy and integrity. Dodik temporarily withdrew Bosnian Serb ministers from state 

institutions, and Nikola Špirić, of SNSD, then Prime Minister of BiH resigned in protest 

(Belloni 2009 364-5). The PIC did not give Lajčák, the support that would have been needed 

to overcome this resistance and he ultimately accepted a weak compromise. In the end no cross-

entity police was established. Lajčák, then said that politically the international community in 

BiH was a “dead horse” (ibid).  

The second set of data is from 2019, during which BiH politics were marred by the inability 

to form a government following the October 2018 elections. This was complicated by the need 

for leaders from the three ethnic communities to come to joint decisions regarding the division 

of ministries and policies. Central to this was the disagreement about NATO membership, while 

Bosnian Serb leaders strongly opposed joining the alliance, Bosniak and Bosnian Croat leaders 

were adamant to submit BiH’s Annual National Program which is a precondition for the 

activation of BiH’s NATO Membership Action Plan (Kovacevic 2019).  

Background to Political Elites 
 

The two most popular Bosniak parties in 2007 were the Party of Democratic Action (SDA) and 

the Party for Bosnia and Herzegovina (SBiH) who were both in government. While 

conservative SDA, received most votes in the parliamentary elections of the two, its leader 
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Sulejman Tihić lost re-election to the Bosniak seat of the presidency. Instead the more 

nationalistic Haris Silajdžić, leader of center-right SBiH won. Silajdžić was originally a 

member of SDA and served as the first prime minister of FBiH as a representative of SDA, but 

left to form SBiH in 1996 (Sebastián-Aparicio 2014, 17). He was also the only wartime leader 

among the politicians studied. In 2019, SDA was the most popular Bosniak party, winning the 

both Bosniak seat of the presidency and most seats in parliament. It was and continues to be 

led by Bakir Izetbegović, son of Alija Izetbegović, leader of the Republic of FBiH and 

subsequent member of the BiH presidency. The second largest party supported by Bosniaks 

was the Social Democratic Party (SDP), which as stated is officially multiethnic but mainly 

receives votes from urban Bosniaks (Kostić 2011). Nermin Nikšić was the leader of center-left 

SDP which was also the main opposition party. 

 The Bosnian Serb party with most support in 2007 was SNSD, the Alliance of Independent 

Social Democrats, a center-left party led by Milorad Dodik. Dodik was at the time the prime 

minister of RS. Mladen Bosić was in 2007 the leader of the conservative SDS, the Serb 

Democratic Party, and main opposition party in the RS (Sebastián-Aparicio 2014, 18). In 2019 

the same parties were the largest, with Dodik still leading SNSD, this time as the Bosnian Serb 

member of the presidency, and for much of the year Chairman of the presidency. SDS 

underwent a leadership change and was led by Vukota Govedarica until the 30th of June and by 

Mirko Šarović for the rest of the year.  

Dragan Čović is the leader of the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), the most popular party 

among Bosnian Croats. He was the president of the conservative party during both 2007 and 

2019. He was the Croat member of the presidency following the 2002 election but was removed 

by Paddy Ashdown in 2005 for abuse of power (Sebastián-Aparicio 2014). Čović was re-

elected to the position in the 2014 elections, but subsequently lost to Željko Komšić in 2018. 

Komšić’s seat in the presidency is controversial as although representing Croats he was elected 

by Bosniak, not Croat support. The second most popular party among Croats is HDZ 1990 or 

the Croatian Democratic Union 1990. It was formed by Božo Ljubić following his split from 

HDZ due to disagreements over the 2006 April reform package which included constitutional 

changes that did not sufficiently protect Croats according to Ljubić (Kostić 2011, 96). In 2019 

HDZ 1990 was led by Ilija Cvitanović, but no statements made by him were found.  

Transitional Justice in BiH 
 

Finally a short background on the main transitional justice mechanisms in BiH will be provided, 

including the ICTY, War Crimes Chamber of the State Court and the ICJ.  
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The UN Security Council established the ICTY in May 1993 in accordance with Chapter 

VII of the UN Charter, with the task of prosecuting “those most responsible” for serious 

violations of international humanitarian and human rights laws during the conflict in the former 

Yugoslavia (Agius 2020, 18). It was the first war crimes court created by the UN and the first 

international war crimes tribunal since the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials. The ICTY issued its 

first indictment in November 1994 and did not issue new ones after 2004, instead focusing on 

transferring cases to local judiciaries (Agius 2020, 26). In total it indicted 161 individuals, 91 

were sentenced, 18 acquitted, 37 had their indictments withdrawn or died during or while 

awaiting trial, 13 were referred to national jurisdictions and two cases are still ongoing (ICTY 

n.d.). Of the 161 indicted individuals, 72 were Bosnian Serbs, 25 were Serbs from Serbia, 

Croatia or Kosovo, 25 were Bosnian Croats, five Croats from Croatia and nine were Bosniaks 

(Ramet 2012, 1). It was officially closed in December 2017 following the completion of its 

mandate, in its place the International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals performs 

the essential functions previously carried out by the ICTY. 

The State Court of BiH was formed in 2003 with a special War Crime Chamber within it 

established in 2005 (Karcic 2021, 211; Brammertz 2020, 37). The chamber was composed of a 

mix of foreign and local staff, with the foreign staff leaving in 2012. The aim was to take over 

cases from the ICTY and slowly start independently prosecuting individuals. While the ICTY 

dealt with the majority of the more senior perpetrators such as major political, police and 

military officials, the domestic courts mainly processed direct perpetrators, who tended to be 

younger. According to the OSCE mission to Bosnia (2021), at the end of 2020 there remained 

a backlog of 571 unresolved cases involving 4,498 suspects. Since the Mission began to 

monitor the war crimes processing in 2004, a total of 594 proceedings involving 904 defendants 

have been completed.  

In addition, the government of BiH put forth a complaint against Serbia and Montenegro 

before the International Court of Justice (ICJ), asking the ICJ to determine that the campaigns 

against civilians in the war was genocidal. The court rules in February 2007 that Serbia and 

Montenegro were not guilty of genocide nor complicity in genocide, though guilt in the failure 

of preventing and punishing genocide was established (Dragović-Soso and Gordy 2010). 

Finally, there have been several attempts to create TRCs in the Balkans, including three 

attempts at creating a commission in BiH between 1997 and 2006, and the attempt to create a 

joint regional TRC. These have not materialized due to a lack of political will to constructively 

engage with the past, a complicated relationship with international actors with concerns that a 

TRC would interfere with the work of the ICTY (Dragović-Soso and Gordy 2010, 201-202). 

There was however, a truth commission established to investigate the events in and around 

Srebrenica, i.e. the Srebrenica Commission, which was established by the Parliament of RS in 

2003 due to intervention by then High Representative Paddy Ashdown and a decision by BiH’s 
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Human Rights Chamber (Dragović-Soso and Gordy 2010, 202). The commission’s final report, 

published in June 2004, gave an account of the role the RS army, police and Ministry of the 

Interior had played in the massacre, and provided the location of 32 mass grave sites, along 

with information concerning over 1,000 missing persons. The RS Parliament subsequently 

issued an apology to the families of the victims.  

Statements Made by Political Elites   

Views on the Conflict  
 

Collective memory is one of the three pillars of Bar-Tal’s conception of the sociopsychological 

infrastructure of conflict, and helps to maintain beliefs about social identity, threats and the 

relations to rival groups. Opposing groups uphold separate and contradictory memories of the 

conflict and each actor’s guilt, and the transformation of these is therefore an important aspect 

of reconciliation, which requires a common outlook on the past (Bar-Tal 2013, 381; Hayner 

2011, 189; Brounéus 2008, 294). The analysis will begin with statements made by political 

elites regarding the nature of the Bosnian war and events during it, in order to determine if 

views of the past have changed over time in a direction towards reconciliation. This includes 

the recognition of the ingroup’s role in maintaining the conflict and atrocities committed during 

it, and a process of negotiation in which one’s own collective memory is critically revised and 

synchronized with that of the other group(s) (Bar-Tal 2013, 382). 

It is evident from the statements made by elites in 2007 that there was not a commonly held 

view on the nature of the conflict. According to Bosnian Serb Milorad Dodik, leader of SNSD 

and the then prime minister of RS, "it perfectly clear that all sides committed crimes in BiH” 

(BBC Monitoring European 2007h) and that “everyone suffered in the war in BiH, that there 

was no aggressor, and that there were people who defended their homes and that they died 

because of that” (BBC Monitoring 2007ab). In contrast, Bosniak leader of SBiH and then 

Bosniak member of the presidency, Haris Silajdžić, referred to Bosniaks as the main target for 

aggression and genocide (BBC Monitoring 2007b), claiming that there were “clear aggressors 

and victims in the war” (Woodard 2007) and that “you know that we, as the victim, were blamed 

for something throughout the war in BiH, and that we are still blamed today because we are 

alive” (BBC Monitoring 2007s).  

However, rather than comments on the conflict at large, leaders spoke more frequently on 

the topic of genocide, and whether or not genocide had taken place in Srebrenica, as affirmed 

by the ICTY. These statements also express diverging views between leaders from different 

ethnic groups. While the Bosniak leaders repeatedly claimed that genocide was committed 
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against the Bosniak population (Kukan 2007a; Cerkez-Robinson 2007; Bilandzic and 

Dervisbegovic 2007; BBC Monitoring 2007m; BBC Monitoring 2007k), Bosnian Serb leader 

Dodik expressed shifting views on the matter. In February 2007 the ICJ held that the massacre 

in Srebrenica constituted genocide, and while Serbia did breech the Genocide Convention by 

failing to prevent the violence from occurring, it was neither directly responsible for nor 

complicit in it. Following this judgement Dodik, expressed that “regardless of authorities who 

claim it, I think that there was no genocide and that it was not planned and that it was not 

committed. There are numerous material facts that can prove it, but I don't want to debate it 

now” (Cave 2007) and said "I reject all responsibility of the Serb Republic, its institutions and 

most of all of the Serb people for the qualifications given on Srebrenica" (SeeNews 2007). 

Dodik also criticized Bosniaks for using the term, “the abuse of the word genocide by the 

Bosniak politicians exceeds the limit of good taste, and, I dare say, it devalues the true victims 

of war” (BBC Monitoring European 2007c). However, while he tended to dismiss the 

accusations of genocide, he has also claimed that "the verdict is a fact and we accept all of its 

sections, including the one qualifying the crime in Srebrenica as genocide" (BBC Monitoring 

2007l).  

Additionally, the larger debates were not necessarily concerned with whether or not 

genocide had taken place, but what the repercussions of that should be. Silajdžić, leader of 

centrist SBiH, and Sulejman Tihić, leader of conservative SDA, used the ICJ judgement to 

question the existence of RS as an entity. They issued a joint statement which stated that the 

verdict “clearly necessitates reconsideration of the constitutional set-up of Bosnia-

Hercegovina, including its administrative and territorial divisions” which are “untenable 

because they are a direct consequence of genocide” (BBC Monitoring 2007k). Silajdžić also 

said that “the question is how to implement the verdict, which was not a mere statement. There 

must be some repercussions, because genocide must not be legalized” (Skuletic 2007). He 

subsequently asked for UN assistance “to annul the results of the genocide” (BBC Monitoring 

2007ae), as well as separately suggesting that the US could help BiH with this, emphasizing 

that "people whom victims recognize as criminals are even in security structures" (BBC 

Monitoring 2007ad). Dodik, in a joint statement with other Bosnian Serb leaders expressed 

“deepest condolences” to the families of war crime victims, especially those from Srebrenica, 

stating that "individuals must answer for their crimes before The Hague court or Bosnian 

courts” but also added that the verdict could never question the future of the Bosnian Serb entity 

(AFP 2007b). His firm stance that the territorial and administrative integrity of RS may not be 

challenged is further discussed in the section on state structure. Differing views on the events 

of the war are thus not only a question of competing collective memories, but have implications 

for the structure of the country, and thereby even further complicate reconciliation, as the 

admission of guilt on the part of Bosnian Serbs may threaten the existence of their entity. 
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Something they in turn view as essential over fear of Bosniak domination, as expanded upon 

in future sections. This is exemplified by a quote by Dodik stating:   

We want, like the entire civilized world, our victims to be respected, and they were 

enormous. They fell for the Serb Republic, they fell for the same thing for which we 

are still struggling today very vehemently. The Serbs are not genocidal; the Serb 

Republic is not genocidal. The Serb Republic is the fatherland of those who suffered, 

and therefore, the Serb Republic has the right to live (BBC Monitoring 2007ab). 

Another matter of contention is the different understandings of who bears the responsibility for 

crimes, if it is an individual or collective issue. Dodik highlighted that neither RS as an entity 

nor the Bosnian Serb people could be found collectively guilty as the crimes in Srebrenica were 

committed by individuals (BBC Monitoring 2007u). He says of Silajdžić, who does view RS 

as a whole as guilty, that “if he is a responsible politician, [he] should stop lying” (BBC 

Monitoring 2007u). According to Dodik:  

Neither the Serbs nor any other ethnic group can take collective responsibility for the 

crimes that had been committed. An imposition of collective responsibility is a terrible 

threat, because it would mean amnestying those who really are responsible for the 

crimes, and at the same time stigmatizing the millions of those who have not committed 

crimes, which is impermissible (Risojevic 2007). 

Bosniak leader Tihić, on the other hand, claimed that "no one can any longer accept the story 

about some kind of individual responsibilities, and the highest court on the planet has stated 

that clearly”, in reference to the ICJ verdict (Kukan 2007a). In a joint statement with Silajdžić 

it is said that "the task of officers of the Army of the Serb Republic, including General Mladić, 

was to operate on behalf of the authority of the Bosnian Serbs, especially on behalf of the Serb 

Republic". It is with this logic that they argue for the need to reconsider the division of the 

country into entities and the abolishment of RS (BBC Monitoring 2007k). The statements 

suggest that at the elite level guilt has not been individualized among Bosniaks, who made up 

the largest share of victims, regardless of party affiliation. Furthermore, it begs the question of 

how guilt can be individualized, which the judicial mechanisms intended to achieve, when 

perpetrators are viewed as acting on behalf of a state, or organization. The statements made in 

2007 overall indicate that the Bosniak and Serb elites have opposing views of the conflict itself, 

whether or not Bosniaks were subject to genocide, who bears the responsibility for those crimes 

and its consequences, in multiple ways there is not a common outlook on the past. No 

statements made by Bosnian Croat leaders were found in 2007 which may be a result of the 

significant judicial rulings at the time being concerned with Serbs and Bosniaks.  
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In 2019, Bosniak leaders spoke on the topic of genocide in reaction to Radovan Karadžić’s 

sentence being increased to life in prison at an appeal court in the Hague. Bosniak Bakir 

Izetbegović, head of SDA, then the largest party within BiH, expressed some satisfaction that 

“the truth about the criminal enterprise of the army that was led by Radovan Karadžić” had 

been determined (HINA 2019e), but also noted that "unfortunately, the charge of genocide was 

upheld only for the Srebrenica massacre and does not include Prijedor and other towns that 

were exposed to crimes of a similar nature and intensity” (HINA 2019e). While Bosniak 

politicians maintain that Bosniaks were victims of genocide throughout BiH, the ICTY only 

affirms that they had been subjected to one local genocide. Additionally, Izetbegović voiced 

the opinion that “the foundations of Republika Srpska are built on the bones of the killed people, 

the victims of genocide” (FENA 2019d). He also directly criticizes the Bosnian Serb efforts of 

maintaining a certain collective memory of the conflict, including the new commissions set up 

by RS to re-examine wartime crimes, saying that:  

Such commissions have a single purpose -- to serve this lie to the part of the Serb public 

that wants to live in a false conviction that Serbs could only be victims, and never 

criminals, and to serve it in a better, intellectual, and international packaging. This 

strategy of lies and self-deception is centuries-old (BBC Monitoring 2019e). 

The quote exemplifies the role of collective memories of conflict for social identity, the effort 

to maintain the belief that the ingroup were solely victims helps retain positive self and 

collective esteem. Information contradicting these beliefs, part of the larger sociopsychological 

infrastructure of conflict, is rejected. Thus instead of accepting the findings of the 2003 

Srebrenica Commission, which would mean accepting Bosnian Serb guilt, Dodik initiated new 

commissions. Furthermore, while Dodik in 2007 both acknowledged and denied that genocide 

had occurred, in 2019, then as the Bosnian Serb member of the BiH presidency, he was firmly 

of the opinion that Srebrenica did not constitute genocide, and rejected the findings and 

judgements of the ICTY qualifying it as such. He stated that “the Srebrenica crime is a staged 

tragedy with an aim to satanize the Serbs” and referred to it as a myth (The Times of Israel 

2019). Though acknowledging that “terrible suffering” happened in Srebrenica, he expressed 

that "every people needs a myth -- and the Bosnians didn't have any. They tried to construct the 

myth of Srebrenica. It is a false myth -- this myth doesn't exist" (AFP 2019b). Dodik later 

elaborated on this idea explaining that: 

An entire concept went after favoring the story about the Bosniak suffering in that area. 

From their saying that it was genocide, through completely minimizing the Serb 

victims, to that report with no Serb casualties. They turned Srebrenica into a myth 

around which the Bosniaks' ethnic identity is being developed. The same as the Serbs 



 42 

have the Kosovo myth, they are creating the Srebrenica one, because there are no 

serious peoples without a myth. I can understand that (BBC Monitoring European 

2019a). 

This exemplifies the connection between the memories of the conflict and ethnic identity, the 

suffering endured by its members become a central aspect of the group’s identity, forming a 

collective victimhood and strengthens ingroup identification and solidarity (Belavadi and Hogg 

2021, 10; Oberpfalzerová, Ullrich, and Jeřábek 2019; Noor et al. 2017).  

Dodik also argues that the proposal to ban genocide denial confirms that the genocide did 

not take place, “Why are they seeking this? Well, because they are not sure about this story. 

Why would a law about this be passed? Because they are not sure that they can cover it with 

facts. If there was genocide, there is no reasonable man who would not accept this label”, also 

saying that not even the ICTY “was ever accurate about the number of casualties” (BBC 

Monitoring European 2019a). There were again, no statements found by Bosnian Croat leaders 

on the topic of the conflict or genocide.  

Like in 2007, it is clear that there is no common agreement on the past, however, in 2019, 

there is an additional layer to the statements which speak to the active processes of upholding 

the opposing collective narratives and memories of war. It is not only that there are 

disagreements surrounding the basic facts of what happened, but also about the rival group’s 

process of creating and maintaining the views on the conflict and how these are used for 

perceived political aims or as tools against the other group. This is likely the result of more 

time having passed since the events of the war, and signals that progress has not been made in 

terms of reaching a common view of the past, or even one that is not mutually exclusive among 

the political elites. Instead, in some cases such as Dodik’s attitude towards the Srebrenica 

massacre, even more extreme views on the events of the war were expressed in 2019 compared 

to 2007. Transitional justice mechanisms have been operating in BiH for thirty years, however, 

from the statements one can conclude that the duration of these mechanisms and the increasing 

cumulation of trials has not resulted in the establishment of an accepted official narrative of the 

conflict. Verdicts have been interpreted according to the beliefs embedded in the 

sociopsychological infrastructure and reinforce group differences. 

 

Views on Transitional Justice  
 

The following section will examine the statements made by elites regarding the mechanisms of 

transitional justice. These mainly reflect the views on events and mechanisms that took place 
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during the periods examined, as the political leaders tended not to make general statements 

about transitional justice or the ICTY as a whole. 

As previously mentioned, the ICJ verdict that exonerated Serbia came in February 2007. 

Silajdžić, Bosniak politician and leader of SBiH, in particular had negative views on this ruling, 

stating that “it's clear that the judgment is incomplete” (Wood 2007), adding “it turns out there 

was genocide in Bosnia but it is not known who committed it" (Irish Times 2007). Over the 

course of the year disappointment with the verdict itself was combined with dissatisfaction with 

the consequences of the ruling. Silajdžić expressed that “the verdict has no consequences. What 

is a verdict without consequences, what court passes a verdict without consequences and what 

kind of UN is it that does not react to this verdict?" (BBC Monitoring 2007x). Alongside 

criticism of the international judicial institutions, he critiqued Serbia’s failure to arrest key 

perpetrators such as Karadžić and Mladić (BBC Monitoring European 2007d). Tihić of SDA, 

expressed similar disappointment in the ICJ verdict, and noted that the court had not done its 

due diligence to ensure justice was served, such as ordering all necessary documents without 

deletions (BBC Monitoring 2007q).  

While the Bosniak reaction reflected negative views towards international justice, Dodik 

made statements both rebutting the ICJ verdict and accepting its findings. Before the judgement 

was delivered he said that “whatever it will be, Republika Srpska will not accept the verdict 

and will not implement it,'' (Max 2007) and that the ruling is “a result of an illegal and 

illegitimate lawsuit” (BBC Monitoring 2007h). However, he for example later in April noted 

that, "The ruling is a fact for us, and we don't want to change it. We had objections . . . but that's 

just our view. It was not for us to decide" (MacDonald 2007). Mladen Bosić, Bosnian Serb 

leader of SDS, the conservative Serb party serving as SNSD’s main opposition, commented on 

the perceived political manipulation of justice in regards to the ICJ lawsuit: 

It is clear that the main purpose was to get history revised, based on which they would 

then try to establish political goals, that is, request the abolition of the Serb Republic. 

It is clear that the Federation parties are trying, or will try very soon, to move to the 

Serb Republic terrain this failure to accuse Serbia and Montenegro. They will try to 

accuse the Serb Republic of what they tried to accuse Serbia of (BBC Monitoring 

2007e).  

The work of judicial mechanisms is complicated by ethnic insecurity, a guilty verdict is not 

only an acknowledgment of criminal responsibility but has implications for the structure of BiH 

as it threatens the existence of RS as an entity.  

The only positive opinion expressed towards the ICJ ruling was by Bosnian Croat Božo 

Ljubić, leader of HDZ 1990, who said that it was “an important step towards reaching the truth 

and is a contribution to the future process of reconciliation” (BBC Monitoring 2007e). Overall, 
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the more common view was of judicial mechanisms as flawed political tools rather than 

institutions contributing to justice and reconciliation. Furthermore, the mutual discontent with 

the ICJ confirms the continuation of the sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict. 

Contradictory views of the wartime events are demonstrated in that Bosniaks leaders deemed 

the ruling to be insufficient in establishing responsibility and the Bosnian Serb view is that the 

trial should not have taken place at all. Since the sociopsychological infrastructure affects the 

way information is processed and the prisms through which society members construe reality 

(Bar-Tal 2007), it follows that verdicts are interpreted differently by members of different 

groups. As both Bosniak and both Bosnian Serb leaders expressed similar views, which would 

suggest that identity and not ideology is a relevant factor.  

Additionally, Dodik made several statements encouraging indicted war criminals to 

surrender to the Tribunal in the Hague, emphasizing that by remaining at large they are harming 

RS. For example “my message to them is that we will use every chance to capture them. I urge 

them to help Serbia and the Serb Republic and to surrender" (BBC Monitoring European 

2007a), expressing that "we cannot have all the Bosnian Serbs and all people in Serbia suffer 

because of them" (AP Newswires 2007) and “I would like to see all war crime suspects at the 

Hague tribunal in order to take this item off the agenda once and for all" (BBC Monitoring 

2007w). He also notes the work RS was doing to arrest those indicted by the Hague and provide 

the necessary documentation to the ICTY (BBC Monitoring 2007w; Vidakovic 2007). A trend 

that can be observed in Dodik’s statements, is that they are mainly concerned with the effects 

on the Bosnian Serb population, rather than the victims, so while the encouragement for the 

guilty to cooperate with international justice can be viewed as a positive indicator towards 

justice, it does not necessarily reflect reconciliatory attitudes.   

In regards to justice at the domestic level only Dodik made comments on the Court of BiH, 

which were all negative. In response to the question “you are often criticized by the Bosnia-

Hercegovina Court. Do you believe its sole mission is to mete out justice?”, Dodik said “I 

believe that less and less or practically not at all. I do not think that is their sole mission because 

several trials were staged”, and went on to call it a “kangaroo court”, insinuating that Croats 

and Serbs are unfairly treated (BBC Monitoring 2007an). He also wrote a letter to the BiH chief 

prosecutor claiming bias in war crimes prosecutions and that "I have to emphasize that different 

treatment of requests for criminal charges in war crimes cases, depending on who the victims 

of war crimes were, creates an unbridgeable gap and mistrust in the public on the one side and 

the B-H judicial bodies on the other" (BBC Monitoring 2007a).  

In 2019, the views on justice continued to be negative. For example, Bosniak Bakir 

Izetbegović, head of SDA, spoke of the “unfair trials” of former commanders of the Army of 

BiH (Vujicic 2019). Leader of HDZ, the largest Bosnian Croat party, Dragan Čović, argued 

that the attitude towards the crimes against Bugojno Croats showed that the state did not treat 
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all victims equally, adding that “crimes are still being covered up” (HINA 2019h). Following 

the Karadžić appeal verdict both Bosnian Serb leaders expressed discontent, Vukota 

Govedarica of Bosnian Serb conservative party SDS, called the sentence “politically-

motivated, unsubstantiated and scandalously unfair” (BBC Monitoring 2019d) and Dodik 

described it as "arrogant and cynical" (Drobnjakovic and Nikšić 2019). Demonstrating 

agreement crossing ideological lines. Dodik further commented on the ICTY and its Residual 

Mechanism stating that both he and RS at large do not trust the Tribunal (Drobnjakovic and 

Nikšić 2019; Hopkins 2019). He explained that “everyone knows that the court [in The Hague] 

is not fair, does not try people in accordance with the law, and does not work in favor of 

reconciliation,” (Hopkins 2019) and remarked on problematic procedures with “disappearances 

of evidence” (FENA 2019f). He also said “you [Bosniaks] also did all sorts of things, and then 

you brought over a court that only puts the Serbs on trial” and that “no one has ever proven 

anything for Karadžić” (BBC Monitoring 2019f). While Dodik viewed judicial mechanisms 

with enough legitimacy in 2007 to encourage individuals such as Karadžić to surrender, this 

had seemingly shifted in 2019, suggesting a further cementation of divergent narratives and 

memories of war. Furthermore, similarly to 2007, he expressed that the Court of BiH and BiH 

Prosecutor’s Office were biased against Serbs (BBC Monitoring 2019f; AP Newswires 2019b). 

Again, like in 2007 only a Croat elite conveyed anything positive about transitional justice, 

with Čović stating that “establishing the truth about victims was a way to remove mistrust 

between the country's different ethnic groups” (HINA 2019g). 

Although fewer statements were made about judicial mechanisms in 2019, all but one 

expressed negative views of justice, suggesting that views and attitudes had not moved in the 

direction of reconciliation. The sustained belief that judicial processes are biased indicates that 

sociopsychological shifts have not occurred which would allow for the recognition of the 

ingroup’s crimes and a nuanced view where all sides held some level of responsibility. Rather, 

the collective victimhood is maintained, where the ingroup and outgroups are still viewed in 

terms of victim and perpetrator.  

Views on Insecurity 
 

According to the theoretical argument, the efficacy of transitional justice is obstructed by ethnic 

identity remaining in the realm of security, which in turn hinders reconciliation. This is because 

reconciliation demands a sense of security in the relationship between formers rivals, with no 

threat or danger coming from either side. The views of ingroup insecurity and the threat 

outgroups pose will therefore be examined in this section.  
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While 2007 was marred by continuous political crisis, elites from each ethnic group 

expressed that there was no risk of violence reoccurring. Bosniak leader, Silajdžić, noted that 

“war should not even be mentioned as a possible option for resolving any issues at all. 

Milošević's policy was to solve any question by force, which is what led to this situation in 

[BiH]. If the political situation is tense, that cannot be said of the security situation” (BBC 

Monitoring 2007ac). Dodik of SNSD said “war is out of the question, there is no war here 

anymore”, (BBC Monitoring 2007an) and “no one here is crazy to take to arms. I know that 

many would like that to happen so they could send the airplanes from the Adriatic against us" 

(BBC Monitoring 2007d). Bosnian Croat and head of HDZ 1990, Ljubić, commented, ”we have 

a crisis in the country, that, yes, it has escalated, but that this is nothing new. The people of 

[BiH] should not fear another war because there are no capacities for it” (BBC Monitoring 

2007aq). While it is conveyed that there is no risk of conflict, the statements, particularly the 

latter two, do not necessarily reflect a sense of security. Additionally, the need of politicians to 

assure the public that violence will not reoccur, is also indicative of the existence of insecurity. 

Indeed, elites also expressed feelings of fear and insecurity that their groups were facing. 

Silajdžić, in the context of the debates on police reform stated that, “we are constantly receiving 

messages from returnees to the RS entity that their only remaining hope is a genuine reform of 

the police. These people are living in a constant and well-founded fear…” (BBC Monitoring 

European 2007d). He also said that the citizens of Srebrenica had told politicians “we want to 

be free, we want to be first-class and not second-class citizens. We do not want to live in fear. 

We do not want our houses to be searched for weapons non-stop… We live like in prison” 

(BBC Monitoring 2007n). Finally, Silajdžić has noted that “Serbs, however, are not the only 

group motivated by fear of their fellow citizens” indicating not only  a fear among Bosniaks 

but also a recognition of the fears of an outgroup (Macdonald 2007).  

According to Dodik ordinary Serbs in BiH “believe that Bosniaks wish a sort of revenge to 

take place through Bosnia-Hercegovina's set-up. This is people's perception, I am saying here 

what they think. Bosnia-Hercegovina is functioning based on the fears of the three groups, 

justified or otherwise” (BBC Monitoring 2007as). He also held the view that "people from the 

joint Bosnia-Hercegovina institutions in Sarajevo are trying in every possible way to disturb 

and destabilize the situation in the Serb Republic" (BBC Monitoring 2007ar). During 2007 there 

were proposals to abolish entity voting, which, according to Dodik, would lead to the 

“establishment of an Islamic country” (BBC Monitoring 2007r) and BiH becoming “an 

ethnically clean Bosniak state” where “those who have their own mother countries should either 

leave the country or accept the reality that they are minorities that can be outvoted” (Skuletic 

2007). Furthermore, he made comparisons with indicted war criminal Milošević noting that 

“what politicians from Sarajevo are doing today reminds me, and I have the right to say this, of 
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what Milošević had done at the beginning of the Yugoslav crisis” (BBC Monitoring 2007am). 

His statements signal a Bosnian Serb fear for their status in BiH and Bosniak domination.  

The insecurity communicated by Croat elites similarly had to do with concerns about equal 

rights and Bosniak control. HDZ leader, Čović, stated “it is an undisputed fact that the Croats 

in B-H are not constitutionally equal” and “if they wanted to, the representatives of [SDA] and 

[SBiH] could topple any B-H Federation government... They can also vote in any government, 

even if all the Croat party representatives are against” (BBC Monitoring 2007o). Although the 

elites did not convey fears of direct threats of violence, it is still evident that ethnic identity 

remains securitized. Elites from each group express threats as viewed through the lens of ethnic 

belonging, from fears of the actions of other groups to the threat of unequal rights and the lack 

of representation.  

Very similar views were expressed in 2019, with Bakir Izetbegović of SDA noting that 

"Bosniaks should not avoid giving testimonies but they do", due to fear (Federalna Novinska 

Agencija 2019). Furthermore he remarks "we are hoping that the attitude to the Bosniaks and 

the Croats in the RS is going to change… The list of discriminations in that entity is painful 

and dramatic" (BBC Monitoring 2019c). Dodik, in reference to Bosniaks, like in 2007, claimed 

that “they are trying in every possible way to destabilize the RS” (BBC Monitoring 2019h). He 

says "they sent a clear message to us that we are not welcomed in B-H, and in such a B-H we 

do not even want to be," (Lingo-Demirovic 2019) and, “the Bosniak political elite, and most of 

the public in the FB-H, thinks that all elements related to the RS need to be terminated” (BBC 

Monitoring 2019f). Dodik also claimed that SDA planned to create an Islamic state and 

introduce Shariah law (Al Jazeera English 2019). Likewise, similar to 2007, Čović of HDZ, 

noted the Croats’ lack of representation, referring to “the Croats who do not have a voice” in 

BiH (BBC Monitoring European 2019b). The same themes of insecurity are communicated in 

each group in both 2007 and 2019, which indicates that relations have not shifted in a direction 

towards reconciliation and that ethnic identity remains in the realm of security. Furthermore, 

while the same concerns endured, they were not in 2019 accompanied by statements ensuring 

that conflict would not reoccur. Instead, Izetbegović for example accused the Bosnian Serbs of 

trying to create a "mini paramilitary" (AFP 2019c), and Dodik said he had information about 

“the unlawful plans for the production of weapons and ammunition in the factories controlled 

by SDA”, supposedly for the market “but also if needed for anything else, God forbid” (FENA 

2019g).  
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Views on State Structure  
 

Reconciliation requires the shift in relations allowing for rival groups to be viewed as partners 

in peace, recognizing that each side has legitimate goals, needs and contentions. According to 

Bar-Tal (2013, 378) in cases where the rival parties must coexist, political integration is key, 

and all groups must be included in the power system. The theme most remarked upon by elites 

was the question of how BiH and its political system should be structured. These views give an 

insight into the process of reconciliation as it reflects the extent to which the groups view each 

other as partners in peace sharing a joint future, and whether efforts are made towards 

cooperation, taking each group’s needs into account. Additionally, proposals for how BiH is to 

function also serve to indicate the salience of ethnic identity, and whether or not political issues 

are viewed through the lens of ethnicity and security.  

Political elites from each group voiced the opinion that the state of BiH, as it was organized, 

was dysfunctional and unsatisfactory, though they have different proposals for how this should 

be resolved (BBC Monitoring European 2007d; Bjelica 2007). As previously noted, the 

Bosniak leaders emphasized that the ethnoterritorial constitutional set-up of the country was a 

“consequence of genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity” and therefore, a new 

constitution needed to be adopted (Cerkez-Robinson 2007; BBC Monitoring 2007m). This idea 

is frequently repeated by Silajdžić, leader of SBiH (Gec 2007; Finer 2007; BBC Monitoring 

2007f; BBC Monitoring 2007j), who advocates for doing away with the entities and cantons 

(Dow Jones International News 2007; BBC Monitoring 2007m; BBC Monitoring 2007am) and 

instead creating a “multiethnic Bosnia-Hercegovina, organized into regions in which no ethnic 

group is dominant and everyone is equal and enjoys protection of their legitimate ethnic 

interests” (BBC Monitoring European 2007d). He is firmly against suggestions of 

federalization, which would in his opinion ultimately lead to secession (BBC Monitoring 

2007z). Statements made by SDA’s Tihić, also express opposition to federalization “as it would 

mean a continuation of the process of ethnic ghettoization of BiH, relocating the population, 

and creating ethnically clean territories" (Kukan 2007b). For the Bosnian Croat elite the main 

concern regarding the political system was for the Croat people to become an equal nation (BBC 

Monitoring European 2007e; Reuters News 2007; BBC Monitoring 2007aa; BBC Monitoring 

European 2007g). According to Ljubić, leader of splinter party HDZ 1990, “we are in favor of 

a far-reaching constitutional reform of Bosnia-Hercegovina, because in a state like this neither 

are the Croats an equal ethnic group, nor is the state functional” (Bjelica 2007). Like the 

Bosniaks, they advocate for a new regional configuration, although there is some disagreement 

over how this should be done. The idea of adding a third entity was unacceptable to Tihić, since 

“the division into three could lead to further ethnic homogenization” (BBC Monitoring 2007ao; 
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BBC Monitoring 2007ai). He supports the establishment of four to seven regions and further 

explains that they should not be primarily formed by ethnicity, “it is because of this that we 

went through all that we went through. A three-nation division of Bosnia-Hercegovina would 

not accord with the essence, spirit or history of Bosnia-Hercegovina” (BBC Monitoring 2007af; 

HINA 2007b). Čović, of HDZ, who favors four entities likewise expressed that three was not a 

viable solution as “that makes people think of partition” (BBC Monitoring European 2007i). 

Ljubić, on the other hand questioned “why should we not say that three federal units are also 

one of the possible solutions? What is impossible is a state with two entities because, 

mathematically speaking, three in two does not work, the same as a centralized, that is unitary, 

Bosnia-Hercegovina cannot be” (BBC Monitoring 2007aj). Dodik viewed federalization as the 

only sustainable model for BiH's survival (BBC Monitoring European 2007b) and notes that 

"achieving and sustaining democracy in multi-ethnic societies is difficult and carries special 

challenges” with the key to continued stability being a “decentralized federal system with 

considerable autonomy exercised by the local governments” (Dodik 2007). Additionally, he 

expressed support for Croats to have their own federal unit (BBC Monitoring 2007an; BBC 

Monitoring 2007at; AFP 2007a; BBC Monitoring European 2007i), as long as RS remains 

unaffected, remarking that “not an inch of its territory will be detached” (BBC Monitoring 

2007an; BBC Monitoring 2007y; BBC Monitoring 2007al). The disagreements on how to 

organize the country can be summarized by a statement made by Ljubić who says “the dispute 

is a symptom of the fundamental issue in this country, which is a disagreement about its 

character. Our crisis is this: Are we one country or two? Is our future together or divided?" 

(Finer 2007).  

Overall, in the debates surrounding how to structure BiH, the Bosnian Serb leaders were 

mainly concerned with RS at minimum remaining as it was, without ceding rights, power or 

territory (BBC Monitoring European 2007b). Dodik, during multiple occasions, presented his 

support for BiH as being contingent on what was being proposed for RS. For example, 

“regarding this insistence on the abolition of the Serb Republic, I can say only one thing, this 

government, the party that I lead and the people that I know accept Bosnia-Hercegovina as a 

joint state as long as the Serb Republic is not challenged or denied” (BBC Monitoring 2007b) 

and “I will respect the Bosnia-Hercegovina constitution, as long as the constitution and Dayton 

respect the Serb Republic” (BBC Monitoring 2007as). Further, regarding secession he stated 

that “should the dissolving of Republika Srpska be requested, a referendum will be staged for 

its citizens to decide" (HINA 2007a), and “politicians in Sarajevo are working hard on the Serb 

Republic's secession and I would not like to interfere in their work" (BBC Monitoring European 

2007b). Bosić, leader of SDS, the main opposition party in RS, makes statements along similar 

lines, that the abolition of RS is completely unacceptable (BBC Monitoring 2007p), and that 

the suggestions of a unitary BiH “will only deepen and prolong the crisis within BiH and 
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eventually lead to its disintegration” (BBC Monitoring 2007ag). He however, criticized Dodik’s 

initiative for the federalization of BiH as dangerous “because it will give rise to unrealistic 

ambitions on the other side. And this is what is happening regarding the Croat political stance. 

They have recently come up with their territorial aspirations towards the Serb Republic” (BBC 

Monitoring 2007al). 

It is evident that the elites have different goals when it comes to the restructuring of the 

state, and that ethnic identity cannot be separated from this issue. Additionally, even though 

elites from the same ethnic group had different views on how exactly the country should be 

structured they shared an overarching belief in the type of changes that need to occur, 

suggesting that ethnic identity rather than political ideology influences views on state structure. 

While the Bosniaks advocate for a solution that is not based around ethnicity it is clear that the 

other elites do not view this as a possibility. Bosnian Croat leader of HDZ, Čović, highlights 

that: 

Obviously, no matter what we agree to, one nation will be in the majority; even if we 

had seven federal entities, someone would be in the majority. What is essential is how 

to satisfy the needs of the minority nation... and anyone who wants to ignore the fact 

that this state consists of three constitutive nations is not doing BiH any favors. History 

teaches us that we must appreciate reality” (BBC Monitoring 2007au).  

Further, when ethnic belonging remains salient and the sociopsychological infrastructure of 

conflict persists, suggestions of a civic state are filtered through the lens of ethnic insecurity 

and therefore viewed as a potential threat. A civic state is not a viewed as a neutral state, but 

rather as one dominated by the ethnic relative majority. Dodik exemplifies this by remarking 

“I am for civic rights, but a civic Bosnia-Hercegovina is not realistic” (BBC Monitoring 2007d) 

and that:  

Haris Silajdžić, Sulejman Tihić, and Zlatko Lagumdzija are all equally ardent 

proponents of the story about the civic organization of Bosnia-Hercegovina. They are 

backed by the ultranationalist policy of domination of one people that presently 

constitutes a relative majority. In a civic state, that people would become an absolute 

political majority. Can anyone envisage a stable system with that kind of domination? 

(BBC Monitoring 2007an).  

In 2019 there were fewer statements made about the internal structure of BiH, though the 

question of how the country should be divided is still not settled and continuously brought up 

in political debates. Bosniak and Croat elites primarily spoke on state structure in terms of Croat 

representation. Čović is consistent in his views that the three constituent groups need to have 
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legitimate representation at all administrative levels and highlighted the issue that “currently 

we have two Bosniak members of the presidency”, in reference to Željko Komšić, the Croat 

member of the presidency, who won the position because of Bosniak rather than Croat support 

(BBC Monitoring 2019j; HINA 2019f). Čović also speaks to the continued salience of ethnic 

identity:  

I want to say openly that we are for a civil society that will uphold the highest standards 

of rights and freedoms. However, it is also true that we are a divided society, and 

because of all these differences, one can only manage through federalism… The three 

constituent peoples simply have to be equal. Playing around with the map of numbers 

and ‘citizenship’ to secure the dominance of one people is unacceptable and risky for 

BiH. In essence, we are in favor of the full equality of the Croat people together with 

the other two. Without a political, constitutionally equal Croat nation, there is no BiH 

(BBC Monitoring European 2019b).  

He also remarks that “this simply cannot be tackled as a classic civic approach; our society is 

extremely divided and the relationship between civic and collective rights must be carefully 

made" (BBC Monitoring 2019n). SDA’s Bakir Izetbegović has criticized the Croat leadership 

for not supporting the civic principle and notes that it would be impossible to create a Croat 

entity due to the mix of Bosniaks and Croats in the FBiH (BBC Monitoring 2019k; FENA 

2019i). Additionally, Nermin Nikšić, Bosniak opposition leader of SDP, accused Čović’s party 

of furthering ethnic division, “HDZ BiH says that it wants to fight for Croat equality, but it is 

offering a policy that introduces discrimination among the Croats themselves” (BBC 

Monitoring 2019b). Furthermore, SDA released a statement criticizing HDZ and its leaders for 

“the advocacy of ethnic divisions and segregation, or the celebration of the atrocities and war 

criminals that were at the helm of the so-called Herzeg-Bosna”, following their claims that "the 

creation of Herzeg-Bosna enabled the creation of Bosnia and Herzegovina" and that this could 

be "a roadmap for constitutional solutions in BiH" (FENA 2019j).  

While RS secession was spoken about in 2007, it was more heavily featured in the 

statements from 2019. In January SDA challenged the constitutionality of the name Republika 

Srpska, because it supposedly discriminates against the Bosniaks and Croats (HINA 2019c). 

Bakir Izetbegović stated “we accepted the name Republika Srpska because we wanted peace, 

but we never accepted that it would be an entity where we'd be humiliated" (McLaughlin 2019). 

In response Dodik noted that RS will take “rigorous measures” to defend itself, including 

“written laws allowing us to establish control over borders overnight” (HINA 2019c). He also 

said that “this is a way to push RS further away from BiH, and I ask them, please continue 

doing this” (FENA 2019c). Dodik reiterated that RS had all elements of statehood aside from a 

seat at the UN, and that the border between Serbia and BiH was unnatural because it was logical 
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for "one people to be together" (HINA 2019c). He continued to made several references to 

secession throughout the year and repeatedly referred to BiH as a “mistake” (BBC Monitoring 

2019i), “failed state” (Reuters News 2019), “failed concept” (Smajilhodzic 2019) and said that 

“it should not have existed… and cannot survive” (BBC Monitoring 2019m). He remarks that 

the development of separate ethnic states would have been more successful and that "today 

Croats should be allowed to have their own entity. RS should be free to decide its status, and 

Bosniaks could organize themselves in the part they control, call it Bosnia, and concentrate on 

getting help from Muslim countries (BBC Monitoring 2019m). It is reiterated that RS “would 

be far more successful and developed if we were not a part of [BiH]” (Smajilhodzic 2019; 

World Service Wire 2019).  

The statements made about the organization of BiH demonstrate that progress in coming to 

an agreement has not been made over time, and that the DPA created a situation which does 

not allow for ethnic identity to be detached from politics or security. Each group continues to 

have its own, often mutually exclusive, beliefs about how the state should be structured. This 

both signals insecurity and obstructs processes of reconciliation, relations cannot transform to 

center around cooperation instead of competition when needs, including security and fair 

representation are not met.  

 

Views on Ethnic Identity  
 

As evident from previous sections, ethnic identity continues to be highly salient within political 

discourse, and is interconnected with security concerns. For example, in the discussion 

surrounding police reform in 2007 Silajdžić, of SBiH, stressed that the police needs to be 

multiethnic “because there is no precedent in the history of multiethnic police committing a 

massacre or genocide, as was the case here" (BBC Monitoring 2007ak) and proposed that the 

RS police be renamed “the police of the Serbs, Bosniaks, and Croats” (BBC Monitoring 

2007ap). Tihić said that “it is unconstitutional and absurd to introduce entity and ethnic voting 

into the work of the police: criminals have neither a faith nor a nation. The criticism expressed 

by the SDA does not have any ethnic tinge; it is aimed at creating a more functional police” 

(BBC Monitoring European 2007f). Ethnic identity is thus an inherent part of political life.  

The salience of ethnic identity does not only underlie issues related to the governing of BiH 

but was also reflected in statements on other matters such as the media. Čović for example 

advocated for the need for a Croat public broadcaster maintaining that  

Croat citizens of Bosnia-Hercegovina need a channel in the Croatian language, that is 

very clear, they need a Croat television. Or your RTV system [public broadcaster] 
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should be organized in a different way. Or we should have one television in which we 

will all participate in the same way in order to satisfy our needs. If we have the Serb 

Republic Television today and the Federation Television, under this RTV system of 

yours, it is very logical that the Croat people should be asking for their own channel 

too” (BBC Monitoring 2007c).  

The media is also viewed as biased, with Dodik for example claiming that Sarajevo based media 

outlets are designing a “pack hunt” against RS while the Communications Regulatory Agency 

had “above all the aim to punish many Serb Republic media” (BBC Monitoring 2007v). 

In general, statements made by the Bosnian Serb elites underscore that ethnic identity is and 

will continue to be a point of division. According to SNSD leader Dodik, BiH “cannot be a 

single nation in any event and it will keep on being a highly divided society in that sense, one 

confronted along different political and ethnic lines” (BBC Monitoring 2007ah), and that 

"Bosnia is divided, not just on the surface, but essentially" (Finer 2007). Dodik elaborated on 

this idea explaining that 

 BiH is a divided country, not because of the war, but looking from the historical point 

of view, it has been divided in terms of the social, political, economic, cultural, 

religious, and other aspects. Silajdžić’s intention is not to ‘end the ethic division’ 

because in a country with three ethnic groups, division is a reality… BiH may have 

two paths. One is to have the other ethnic groups assimilated in the majority Bosniak 

group, which is impossible. The other one is to recognize the fact that three constituent 

ethic groups live here, that the Dayton agreement and the Serb Republic exist, and to 

give the Croats certain political rights to encourage them to stay in [BiH] (BBC 

Monitoring 2007t). 

Dodik also notes that “the Serb Republic citizens do not want to be used as guinea pigs in this 

experiment and will never accept that their clearly expressed, real identity be replaced by 

certain diplomats' imaginations”, referencing the foreign attempt to create a unified Bosnian 

identity (Maunaga 2007). Bosić, the head of SDS and the Bosnian Serb opposition, argues along 

the same line of reasoning stating that “a nation cannot be created just because some 

ambassadors or countries want it. It is created through a long historical process. Everyone in 

the world, whatever they do or want to do, must know that BiH is a country consisting of three 

nations with their own recognizable features" (Maunaga 2007). He also claimed that his party, 

SDS, would “work toward getting back the old coat-of-arms and the national anthem of the 

Serb Republic, because the Serb people cannot identify with an imposed solution” (Veleusic 

2007) and that the decision to abolish national symbols was a mistake (Dakic 2007). Regardless 

of ideological or political rifts, the Bosnian Serbs are in agreement that ethnic identity remains 
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both salient and a point of division within BiH, and that the Serb national identity is more 

important to them than the Bosnian one. 

In 2019, there is a more prevalent theme of Bosnian unity and the intention to move past 

ethnic identity expressed among Bosniak elites. For example, SDA’s Bakir Izetbegović 

claiming that BiH Independence Day “is a confirmation of the identity and maturity of a nation 

that is able to take hold of its own fate," (FENA 2019e) and that the SDA “defends Bosnia-

Hercegovina and the people who feel it as their only homeland… paying no heed to the rubbish 

about ethnic teams. The SDA is playing for the BiH team, not the Bosniak team” (BBC 

Monitoring 2019e; FENA 2019k). Though the latter statement may also be interpreted as 

divisive considering that Bosniaks are the only group of the three not to have another clear 

potential homeland. Similar sentiments were expressed by Nermin Nikšić, Bosniak leader of 

opposition party SDP, who claimed that “Bosnia-Hercegovina's future does not lie in further 

ethnic divisions and discrimination; it lies in integration and equalization of rights of all citizens 

throughout Bosnia-Hercegovina” (BBC Monitoring 2019b). Izetbegović also repeatedly 

praised the multiethnic nature of BiH as a strength (FENA 2019h), noting “Bosnia has existed 

for more than a thousand years, and it has always been a cradle of spontaneously created 

mixture of cultures, religions and identities” and that it is “more than just a piece of land in the 

hilly Balkans, it is the idea that different faiths and cultures can live together” (FENA 2019l). 

On the other hand Dodik’s statements in 2019, similar to 2007, reflects a view whereby 

ethnic identity continues to be a source of division, he for example called the idea of a Bosnian 

nation “fictitious” (Domazet and Kulaga 2019) and referred to the existence of BiH as 

something Bosnian Serbs “endure” (AFP 2019a). He also says that “a certain philosophy exists 

in the European Union which rests on recognizing individual rights and for collectivity to 

somehow disappear through some genesis of political development. That however is impossible 

in [BiH]” (HINA 2019d). Further, Dodik often expresses working for the Serb people rather 

than the population of RS or BiH as a whole, such as saying “we want to participate in 

government and respect the will of the Serb people. Republika Srpska will respond in an 

adequate way to everything that is not the will of the Serb people," (Momic 2019) and “we are 

not going into formation of the common institutions at the level of BiH in order to just sit there, 

but to exercise the rights of the Serb peoples” (BBC Monitoring 2019l). The division is 

additionally exemplified by RS not observing BiH Independence Day or the BiH national day 

but instead celebrating RS day on January 9th and the anniversary of the formation of the RS 

Army (BBC Monitoring 2019f; BBC Monitoring 2019g). In Dodik’s words, "The fact that it is 

an ordinary working day in Republika Srpska today without any ceremonies clearly shows what 

kind of holiday and what kind of statehood exist today. The holiday reflects the statehood" 

(Sputnik News Service 2019). 
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According to Arthur (2011) transitional justice could reach its aims in societies following 

ethnic conflict by contributing to processes of decategorization, recategorization and mutual 

differentiation, which essentially desecuritize identity. The statements made by elites suggest 

that neither process has occurred in BiH. Since ethnic identity is entrenched within politics and 

the structure of the country, ethnic identities have not been downplayed in favor of personal 

identities, such as in decategorization processes. In recategorization processes, ethnic identities 

are replaced by a more encompassing category such as national identity, although some 

Bosniak elites expressed support for this, several statements explicitly rejected the attempt to 

create a Bosnian identity, and highlighted that the existing ethnonational identities were 

preferred and unavoidable. Mutual differentiation processes entail ensuring that differentiation 

between groups does not coincide with demeaning the value of other groups, without 

challenging the boundaries of ethnic categories. The statements by elites suggest that the 

sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict remains in place in BiH, so too do negative beliefs 

about the outgroups, meaning that comparison or differentiation is still value-laden and shaped 

by competitive rather than cooperative attitudes.  

 

Views on Partners in Peace 
 

Finally, this section will pertain to statements made by elites which capture attitudes towards 

the outgroups as partners in peace, with a shared future. Statements expressing positive 

outlooks on these themes would signal that the reconciliation process is progressing, 

considering that it entails “the changing of destructive attitudes and behaviors into constructive 

relationships toward sustainable peace” (Brounéus 2008, 294), “the development of working 

trust” (Kelman 2004, 119) and relations that center around cooperation and peace, with the rival 

groups being viewed with sensitivity and care about their needs (Bar-Tal 2013).    

In 2007 Silajdžić of SBiH, noted “first of all, I am not a representative of just the Bosniaks, 

but of all citizens who elected me” and argued that his goals for BiH “would bring prosperity 

to all of its citizens and no one would be endangered. In this situation permanent peace and 

stability would never be called into question again” (BBC Monitoring European 2007d). Dodik 

has commented on the necessity of creating “an atmosphere of strengthening mutual trust in 

Bosnia-Hercegovina, and that the entities had to work together for the European path of Bosnia-

Hercegovina” (BBC Monitoring 2007av). Čović has also spoken on the need for compromise 

and collaboration between the ethnic groups (BBC Monitoring 2007au). These statements 

signal that elites view the establishment of relations centered around peaceful partnership as 

important for the development of the country, but more so as a future necessity rather than a 
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reflection of the current relations between the groups. Another positive indicator of the 

outgroups being viewed as partners in peace are apologies, as they demonstrate an 

acknowledgment of past wrongdoing and a sensitivity to the needs of the other. Dodik has 

publicly apologized on few occasions, for example that saying that “of course, if this is 

important at all and if it reaches anyone, on this occasion too I would like to apologize to all 

those who suffered because of Serbs or the Serb Republic” (BBC Monitoring 2007as) and that 

"all institutions have to apologize to those [in Srebrenica] who have lost their lives, to the 

victims and their families" (Radio Free Europe 2007). However, the impact of public apologies 

may be negated by the accompanying denial of crimes that Dodik has also voiced, as previously 

discussed. Additionally, following an apology he added that, “But we expect something like 

this to be said to us, as well, because many people suffered on our side, as well, and many have 

suffered the consequences of the war, which was as it was”, which may also be interpreted as 

deflecting responsibility (BBC Monitoring 2007g). 

However, the more overarching trend in the statements were not suggestive of positive 

views on a shared future. For example, Silajdžić stated that “those who want to live here with 

us, they are welcome. We are all equal. Those who don't want this, they should leave Bosnia-

Hercegovina” (BBC Monitoring 2007am). In reference to RS not recognizing BiH 

Independence Day as a holiday Silajdžić said that “they will be recognizing it, sooner or later” 

(BBC Monitoring 2007i) and accused RS of actively “destroying all the relations we had 

previously built” with the international community (BBC Monitoring European 2007d). When 

referring to comments made by Dodik, on the future of BiH, Silajdžić said “the intention is to 

punish Bosniaks once again because they have not been punished enough. The intention is to 

keep Milošević's project alive” (BBC Monitoring 2007s). This suggests that Bosnian Serbs are 

not viewed as a partner in peace, with their own legitimate goals, needs and contentions, nor 

are they in turn viewed as respecting Bosniaks, which is a vital aspect of reconciliation.  

The reciprocation of this is evident in statements made by Dodik, who said "if they [Bosniak 

politicians] continue with grave offences, humiliation and underestimation of the rights and 

interests of the Serb people in Bosnia, every possibility of co-existence and common future will 

be destroyed" (Stanic 2007), and “most Bosniak politicians have a problem in that they seek 

revenge in every move they make. That is their main motive in politics” (BBC Monitoring 

2007an). In addition to:  

I want Bosnia-Hercegovina to remain but what Silajdžić and the others are doing will 

not get us anywhere. I heard the same statements from Milošević in 1990: those who 

will not accept this can leave; we are the majority, everything belongs to us. I hear the 

very same statements from Sarajevo now (BBC Monitoring 2007an). 
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The references made to Slobodan Milošević, would also suggest that Bosniak and Bosnian Serb 

politicians do not view each other as partners in peace, but as actors sewing division and as 

threats towards the respective ingroups.  

Statements made in 2019, paint perhaps an even grimmer picture of the state of the views 

elites from different ethnic groups held of each other. In regards to the Karadžić verdict, Bakir 

Izetbegović of SDA said that:  

In normal circumstances, such verdicts would lead to sobering up and reconciliation. 

For the time being, it is difficult to expect such a thing to happen in the Balkans and 

Bosnia-Hercegovina. Not only did the establishment in the RS refuse to admit the 

verdicts and the truth about the war events, about the crimes and their own criminals. 

It is also trying to give up the things the RS has previously accepted under pressure of 

the civilized world. It is now creating some ‘neutral commissions’ of its own, which 

should reexamine earlier resolutions. (BBC Monitoring 2019e) 

Continuing, that the decorations awarded to Karadžić and other war criminals by RS authorities 

are “truly unacceptable. It is rubbing salt in the wounds of the victims, as well as poking the 

civilized world in the eye" (BBC Monitoring 2019e). He also said that Dodik specifically is 

obstructing the reconciliation process (FENA 2019i). Further, the SDA has called on “the OHR 

to deliver on its promises in the face of genocide deniers and war crimes glorifiers in BiH that 

threaten peace and the establishment of inter-ethnic trust in BiH,” in response to Dodik and the 

RS celebrating war criminals (FENA 2019m). This indicates that the relations between 

Bosniaks and Bosnian Serb elites have not improved over time, and that their views of each 

other have not shifted in the direction of reconciliation.  

Dodik has called BiH "not a wish, but a compulsion" (Barimac 2019) and said that “just the 

same as we are enduring the existence of BiH, they will also have to get used to us. BiH is not 

the happiest place for us” (FENA 2019a) which suggests that relations can at best be described 

as characterized by mutual tolerance rather than viewing the other groups as partners in peace. 

According to Dodik, BiH was in the same situation in 2019 as it was in 1992, because of 

Bosniaks, as they "are unwilling to accept that other peoples live in BiH too" and "instead of 

opting for dialogue and the policy of what is possible, Bosniak politicians are opting for 

hysteria, which will blow only in their faces” (HINA 2019a). He also stated that “I watched 

when NATO was bombing television transmitters [in 1999], and that was very difficult for us 

to see. The Bosniaks think that this was good”, which again does not suggest a view of Bosniaks 

as partners in peace (BBC Monitoring 2019f). Meanwhile, Dodik has celebrated and defended 

individuals convicted of war crimes against Bosniaks such as saying that Karadžić and Mladić 

"stood at the vanguard of defense of their people" (BBC Monitoring 2019a). In contrast to 

statements made about Bosniak politicians, Dodik spoke positively of Bosnian Croat Čović, 
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who attended the Day of RS celebrations in Banja Luka, stressing that “Čović's presence at the 

event was part of his commitment to building a dialogue with all the peoples in BiH” (FENA 

2019b). Čović himself had not said much in regards to attitudes towards the other groups aside 

from the accusation that politicians in Sarajevo and media close to them had “made up a 

connection between war crimes and his presence at the ceremony in Banja Luka to serve Croatia 

with a thesis about Čović's negative role and, in doing so, they entirely covered up the truth 

about war crimes against Croats” (HINA 2019b). In summation, reconciliatory attitudes 

between the three groups are generally not expressed and in Dodik’s words BiH “has the big 

burden of the past, without a common agreement for the future” (Hopkins and Hall 2019). 

The statements made by political elites in BiH in regards to each of the themes under study 

indicate that, as theorized, reconciliation has not improved over time and that ethnic identity 

remains salient and securitized in the post-Dayton system.  

 

Views Among the General Public 
 

Views on the Conflict 
 

The findings of the survey data will begin with the presentation of views of the war, which will 

indicate if collective memories of conflict have changed over time in a direction towards 

reconciliation. All tables present the data in percentages.   

Table 3. My People Fought Only Defensive Wars 

My people 
fought only 
defensive 

wars  
 

 
2005 

 
2019	

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

Totally agree  
 

85.6 75.9 76.2 
 

79.4 
 

59.5 
 

32 
 

65.1 
 

58.6 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

11.7 16.6 16.8 14.9 21.3 34 19.6 22 

Somewhat 
disagree  

1.8 2.9 4.1 2.9 3.3 22.7 4.4 5.5 

Totally 
disagree  

0.2 0.5 0.4 0.4 3.3 3.1 1.2 2.6 

Do not know  1 4.1 2.6 2.5 12.7 8.2 9.7 11.3 

N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 
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In both 2005 and 2019, the majority of respondents from each group somewhat or totally agreed 

with the statement “my people fought only defensive wars”, though the proportion was lower 

in 2019. There was a decrease in those totally agreeing and an increase in the share somewhat 

agreeing, with Serbs retaining the most similar views over time. When it came to disagreeing 

with the statement, the biggest shift can be seen among Croats, where in 2005, 2.9% somewhat 

disagreed, in 2019 22.7% of respondents had chosen that answer. In 2019, there were still very 

few Bosniaks or Serbs that disagreed with the notion that their people only fought defensive 

wars.  

Table 4. Definition of the Last War in BiH 

In your opinion, 
what is the best 
definition of the 
last war in BiH?  

2005 2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

Civil War 3.7 16.7 
 

83.6 
 

34.2 
 

7.7 
 

23.7 
 

73.2 
 

30.3 
 

Aggression  95.1 73.2 9 59.8 79.9 55.7 13.7 56.3 
Do not know 1.2 10.1 7.4 6 12.3 20.6 13.1 13.4 
N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

The general trends in responses to the question of what the best definition of the Bosnian war 

is, remained the same over time, with the majority of Bosniaks and Croats viewing it as a war 

of aggression and the majority of Serbs calling it a civil war. In 2019, however, the disparity 

between these two answers decreased within each group. Additionally, a larger share of 

respondents chose to answer that they do not know.  
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Table 5. Serbian and Croatian Aggression in the War 

Here are some claims 
about the war. To what 
extent do you agree with 
the following statements?  

2005 2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

 
 
The war was 
Serbia's 
aggression 
against our 
country 
 

Totally 
agree  

93.2 82.9 2.1 
 

59.8 
 

59.2 
 

30.9 
 

0.9 
 

37.8 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

4.7 6 0.4 3.6 17 23.7 2.2 12.9 

Somewhat 
disagree  

0.2 1.3 2.9 1.5 5.7 13.4 2.2 5.3 

Totally 
disagree   

0.6 3 89.2 30.8 3.4 11.3 81 29.1 

Do not 
know 

1.3 6.8 5.5 4.4 14.8 20.6 13.7 15 

 
The war was 
Croatia's 
aggression 
against our 
country 
 

Totally 
agree  

58.9 2.1 21 
 

29 
 

35.5 
 

6.2 
 

17.8 27 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

28.2 6.9 23 20 26.1 14.4 16.2 21.8 

Somewhat 
disagree  

4.9 5.2 18.2 9.4 15.6 27.8 17.1 17.3 

Totally 
disagree   

5.7 77.6 27.6 34.9 4.8 29.9 30.8 15.6 

Do not 
know  

2.3 8.2 10.2 6.7 18 21.6 18.1 18.4 

 N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 
 

 

Individuals were also asked the extent to which they agree with the following statements “The 

war was Serbia's aggression against our country” and “The war was Croatia's aggression against 

our country”. In 2005, the responses when it came Serbia’s aggression were highly divergent 

between Bosniaks and Croats on the one hand and Serbs on the other. 97.9% of Bosniaks and 

88.9% of Croats somewhat or totally agreed that the war was an act of Serbian aggression 

against BiH, while 92.1% of Serbs somewhat or totally disagreed. The overall trends remain in 

2019, but with 76.2% of Bosniaks and 54.6% of Croats somewhat or totally agreeing with the 

statement, demonstrating less unified views. The shift in Serb opinion was smaller, with 83.2% 

disagreeing with the statement in 2019. Once again the proportion of respondent answering that 

they do not know was higher in 2019. Regarding the views that the war was an act of Croatia’s 

aggression, in both years only the majority of Bosniaks agreed with the statement, 87.1% in 

2005 and 61.6% in 2019. Serb opinion in 2005 was almost equally split between respondents 

agreeing or disagreeing that the war was Croatia’s aggression against BiH. In 2019 however, a 

higher proportion of respondents disagreed, 47.9%, compared to the 34% that who agreed. In 

both 2005 and 2019, Croats disagreed with the statement, but with a smaller gap between the 

proportion agreeing and disagreeing.  
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Overall the views of the conflict remain divided between the three ethnic communities, but 

less so in 2019, suggesting that shifts in views are occurring, but very slowly. While the results 

indicate that differences in these views have softened over time, and a larger proportion of 

respondents chose to answer that they do not know, the overarching trend of division remain, 

with incompatible views of the conflict. It can therefore be concluded that a new common 

outlook on the past, which is demanded of the reconciliation process, has not been established 

in BiH. Croats represent the group whose views have shifted most over time in a direction 

towards reconciliation, as there is a greater acknowledgment of the ingroup’s acts of aggression 

rather than solely being a victim of violence. It might have been easier for this 

sociopsychological shift to occur among the Croats because they represent the smallest group 

of the three, and are not as strongly labelled associated as a victim or perpetrator group. They 

are not viewed as the aggressor to the same extent as Serbs, and they were not overrepresented 

among victims, such as Bosniaks. It might therefore be hypothesized that these labels matter 

less to the social identity of Croats and as a result it is less of a threat to one’s social identity to 

acknowledge ingroup wrongdoing. However, it should not be overlooked that most Croats do 

still view the war as an act of aggression, though not on the part of Croatia, and believe that 

Croats only fought defensively.  

 

Views on Transitional Justice  

Table 6. The ICTY as an Essential Precondition for Just Peace and Normal Relations 

Do you agree with the 
following statements 
about the court in the 
Hague 
 

 
2005 

 
2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

 
 
The Hague 
war crimes 
tribunal was 
an essential 
precondition 
for just 
peace and 
normal 
relations 
 

Totally 
agree  

51.6 
 

18.7 
 

4.7 
 

26 
 

31.2 
 

22.7 
 

1.2 
 

20.8 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

28.7 38.4 11.1 25.8 33.8 33 9.7 26 

Somewhat 
disagree  

5.1 11 15.4 10.3 10.5 16.5 15.3 12.6 

Totally 
disagree   

11 27.7 63.3 33.5 6 13.4 52.3 21.6 

Do not 
know  

3.7 4.2 5.5 4.4 18.5 14.4 21.5 19.1 

N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

When respondents were asked if they agree with statements about the ICTY, Bosniaks in 2005 

mainly believed that “the Hague war crimes tribunal is a precondition for just peace and normal 
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relations”, with 80.3% somewhat or totally agreeing. Serbs on the other hand held negative 

views with 78.7% somewhat or totally disagreeing. Croats were relatively positive but more 

mixed than the other groups with 57.1% totally or somewhat agreeing and 38.7% totally or 

somewhat disagreeing. The same general trend is seen in 2019, but with less extreme division 

of views, instead 65% of Bosniaks agreed, and 67.6% of Serbs disagreed. A similar proportion 

of Croats, 55.7%, agreed and fewer disagreed compared to 2005, with 22.9% disagreeing in 

2019. The greatest shift is seen among Bosniaks who are less positive about the necessity of 

the Hague but remain at an almost equal level when it comes to disagreeing with the statement.  

Table 7 Fairness of the ICTY Trials 

Do you agree with the 
following statements 
about the court in the 
Hague 
 

 
2005 

 
2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

 
 
The trials 
at The 
Hague 
tribunal 
were fair 
 
 

I totally 
agree  

32.7 11.3 4.3 
 

16.7 
 

18.5 
 

4.1 
 

0.6 
 

11.4 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

35.2 31.9 9.2 25.6 37.9 27.8 3.7 26 

Somewhat 
disagree  

9.3 15.2 11.2 11.7 16.8 38.1 9.3 16.5 

Totally 
disagree   

19.8 36.7 
 

68 41 8.6 18.6 72 29.9 

Do not 
know  

3 4.9 7.3 5 18.2 11.3 14.3 16.3 

N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

Regarding the question of fairness, a similar trend is visible in 2005, the majority of Bosniaks 

agree totally or somewhat that the trials at the Hague are fair, while 79.2% of Serbs totally or 

somewhat disagree. The Croats were again of a mixed opinion with 43.2% totally or somewhat 

agreeing and 51.9% totally or somewhat disagreeing. While the overarching views remain the 

same in 2019, with the majority of Bosniaks agreeing, Serbs disagreeing and Croats showing 

more mixed opinions, though leaning towards the trials being unfair, fewer respondents among 

all groups agreed that the trials were fair. 
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Table 8. The ICTY as an Obstacle to Political Stabilization 

Do you agree with the 
following statements about 
the court in the Hague 
 

 
2005 

 
2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

 
The Hague 
Tribunal is 
primarily a 
political 
tribunal and as 
such 
constitutes an 
obstacle to 
political 
stabilization 
in the region 

I totally 
agree  

10.4 30.1 54.4 
 

31 
 

9.8 
 

10.3 
 

54.8 
 

24.3 
 

Somewhat 
agree  

21.7 19.1 25 22 30.5 26.8 16.5 25.7 

Somewhat 
disagree  

25.9 21.5 5.2 17.7 21.4 29.9 7.2 17.7 

Totally 
disagree   

32.9 19.1 7.9 20.4 16.1 16.5 5 12.6 

Do not 
know  

9.1 10.3 7.4 8.9 22.1 16.5 16.5 19.8 

N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

When asked their opinion on the statement “The Hague Tribunal is primarily a political tribunal 

and as such constitutes an obstacle to political stabilization in the region” in 2005 79.4% of 

Serbs and 49.2% of Croats somewhat or totally agreed, whereas 58.8% of Bosniaks disagreed. 

While Bosniaks in 2005 were the only group to not view the ICTY as an obstacle to political 

stabilization, in 2019 Croats were the only group to disagree with the statement to a higher 

extent than they agree. Instead 40.3% of Bosniaks agreed compared to 37.5% disagreeing 

demonstrating a more negative view of the ICTY. Serbs remained relatively firm in the belief 

that the ICTY is a political tribunal with 71.3% agreeing.  

Respondents were also asked whether or not they agreed that the ICTY favored each of the 

ethnic groups. In both years the most common response from Bosniaks and Croats were that 

they disagreed, regardless of which group was being asked about, though they disagreed most 

strongly when asked about their ingroup. The majority of Serbs on the other hand agreed that 

the tribunal favored both Bosniaks and Croats, but not Serbs. This might be explained by the 

fact that Bosnian Serbs represented the majority of defendants and convictions at the ICTY. A 

much larger share of Croat respondents agreed that the tribunal favored Croats in 2019, with 

35.1% compared to the 2.4% in 2005, while fewer believed that it favored the outgroups. Serbs 

and Bosniaks also saw an increase in the proportion of respondents believing that the tribunal 

favored Croats.  
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Table 9. Impartiality of the ICTY 

Do you agree with the 
following statements 
about the court in the 
Hague 

2005 2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

 
The Hague 
tribunal 
favored 
Croats 

Agree 22.1 
 

2.4 
 

53.9 
 

26.7 
 

22.8 
 

35.1 
 

61.7 
 

36.5 
 

Disagree  60.9 85.4 35.2 59.8 46.5 49.5 9.7 35 

Do not 
know 

17 12.2 10.8 13.5 30.7 15.5 38.7 28.6 

 
The Hague 
tribunal 
favored 
Serbs 

Agree 31.3 
 

43.2 
 

6.7 
 

26.8 24 
 

34 
 

1.9 
 

17.9 
 

Disagree  52.9 41.1 85.7 60.2 47 45.4 79.4 57.3 

Do not 
know 

15.8 15.8 7.7 13.1 29 20.6 18.7 24.9 

 
The Hague 
tribunal 
favored 
Bosniaks 

Agree 4 
 

44.6 
 

76.7 
 

40.5 
 

7.2 
 

35.1 
 

66.7 
 

29 
 

Disagree  78.7 37.1 14.6 44.7 63.6 42.3 8.4 43.9 

Do not 
know 

17.3 18.3 8.7 14.8 29.2 22.7 24.9 27.2 

N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 
 

Views on Partners in Peace 

Table 10. Views on Shared Peaceful Future 

Do you think that Croats, 
Bosniaks/Muslims and 
Serbs in BiH can live in 
peace without supervision, 
or has the suffering of war 
has made peaceful 
coexistence impossible? 

2005 2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

Can live peacefully without 
external supervision 

69.3 70.9 
 

58.1 
 

66.1 
 

54.9 
 

57.7 
 

64.5 58.3 
 

The suffering made 
peaceful coexistence 
impossible 

22.6 15.5 34.5 24.4 29.2 33 28.7 29.4 

Do not know 8.1 13.6 7.4 9.6 16 9.3 6.9 12.4 
N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

When asked “Do you think that Croats, Bosniaks/Muslims and Serbs in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina can live in peace without the supervision of the international community, or do 

you think that the suffering of war has made peaceful coexistence impossible?” the majority of 

respondents from each group believed in both 2005 and 2019 that the ethnonational groups can 



 65 

live in peace without supervision. However, the share of Bosniaks and Croats who believe that 

the suffering of war has made peaceful coexistence impossible increased in 2019, 22.6% to 

29.2% and 15.5% to 33% respectively. Serbs on the other hand were slightly more positive 

towards the possibility of unsupervised peace in 2019. While it may be seen as a positive sign 

that the majority believe in peaceful coexistence, that these opinions have decreased among 

Croats and Bosniaks over time signals that transitional justice has not had the intended effects, 

and that the quality of peace experienced has not improved. It might also reflect that an 

additional fourteen years under the supervision of the international community has further 

contributed to the view that its presence is a necessity, fostering a dependency on external actors 

rather than the conditions for the population of BiH to take charge of peace in their country.  

Table 11. Should Perpetrators be Forgiven 

Should those who 
abused and killed 
your compatriots be 
forgiven? 

2005 2019 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total  
 

Bosniak 
 

Croat 
 

Serb 
 

Total 
 

No, you should never 
forgive 

61.2 36.6 
 

50.1 
 

50 
 

53 
 

42.3 
 

25.9 
 

43.3 
 

One should forgive, 
but not forget 

35.9 58.4 42.9 45.1 35.7 35.1 56.7 42.4 

Yes, one should 
forgive and forget 

1.7 3 4.3 2.9 5.7 14.4 10.9 8.2 

Do not know 1.2 2 2.8 2 5.7 8.2 6.5 6.2 
N 900 755 823 2478 583 97 321 1001 

 

The question “Should those who abused and killed your compatriots be forgiven?” also 

demonstrate that shifts in reconciliatory attitudes over time differ between the ethnic groups. 

While 36.6% of Croats in 2005 believed that one should never forgive, 42.3% chose that option 

in 2019, and the 3% responding one should forgive and forget in 2005 became 14.4% in 2019. 

Serbs on the other hand saw the number of respondents choosing to never forgive decrease 

from 50.1% to 25.9%. Bosniaks responded similarly in 2005 and 2019, with a decrease in those 

responding “you should never forgive”, though it was still the answer chosen by the majority. 

While never forgive was the most popular option among Bosniak and Serb respondents in 2005, 

in 2019 it was the most common choice among Bosniaks and Croats. Overall a slight trend in 

favor of forgiveness can be observed. 

In terms of views of the outgroups as partners in peace, Bosnian Serbs were the group that 

saw the greatest shift in the direction towards reconciliation. Bosnian Serb belief in the ability 

of the three groups to live together in peace, went from being the lowest of the three to the 

highest, and the proportion of Serbs who believe that one should never forgive those who hurt 
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compatriots halved from 2005 to 2019. Whereas the Bosniak and Croat results suggest a 

stagnant to negative development. As reconciliation is a mutual process, it is not enough for 

one of three groups to demonstrate progress in order to make claims about improvements in 

reconciliation.  

The survey results generally suggest that views still remain divided, but that some of these 

divisions, in particular surrounding views of the war have softened over time. Rather than being 

completely stalled, the reconciliation process is progressing, but at a very slow rate. However, 

the results also suggest that the ICTY is not a main contributing factor to this, considering that 

views of the tribunal as a precondition to peace had decreased over time and more respondents 

disagreed in 2019 with the notion that the tribunal was fair. Instead, other factors may be 

influential, such as the passing of time, which for example means that there are respondents in 

2019 that do not personally have memories of the conflict, and among those who do they may 

be less strong. Another explanation may be that people are more concerned with current daily 

struggles and the poor socioeconomic situation in the country than issues of the past. Previous 

research has posited that economic hardship has in fact contributed to cross-ethnic interaction 

and cooperation, and to Bosnians assigning less weight to group differences, as common ground 

can be found in the fight for labor rights and economic equality (Belloni and Ramović 2020).  

Comparison of Views  
 

The last section of the analysis will aim to compare the views at the two levels, and elucidate 

the findings in relation to the research questions. To answer the first research question, the 

results do not indicate that transitional justice has contributed to reconciliation in BiH. At the 

elite level, views have either remained the same or are more indicative of a negative 

development in reconciliation occurring over time. Additionally, the political leaders 

demonstrated that views regarding the conflict, transitional justice mechanisms, state structure, 

ethnic division and outgroups as partners in peace, differed depending on ethnic rather than 

ideological belonging. It is not only that the results illustrate that reconciliation is yet to be 

achieved overall, but also that the negative statements made about judicial mechanisms and the 

still opposing views of the conflict expressed in 2019, would suggest that transitional justice 

has not had a positive impact. This indicates that judicial mechanisms were not able to create 

an official historic view of the conflict, rather, verdicts were used as political tools to further 

division. It is arguably because the issues of state structure and insecurity are so entwined with 

ethnic identity that it was not possible for transitional justice to have a reconciliatory effect. 

Statements from 2007 explicitly speak on collective and individual guilt, Bosniak leaders 

rejected individual guilt and viewed RS as collectively guilty. The collective guilt is in turn 
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rejected by Bosnian Serb elites due to the implication of this guilt threatening the autonomy 

and existence of RS as an entity. There is fear expressed by both Bosnian Serbs and Croats in 

regards to domination by Bosniaks, who are the relative majority of the country. To admit guilt 

at the elite level is not just an acknowledgment of wartime behavior, but a political statement 

affecting the future of the structure of the country and the rights of an entire ethnic community. 

This suggests, as theorized, that at the elite level, transitional justice was not able to contribute 

to reconciliation in part because ethnic identity remains within the realm of security.  

At the population level, results also suggest that transitional justice has not contributed to 

reconciliation, however, they are less conclusive. While the ethnic groups remain divided in 

terms of views on the conflict, the differences are less sharp in 2005 compared to 2019. At the 

same time, the opinions towards the ICTY were generally similar or more negative, suggesting 

that it was not the work of the courts that has contributed to this. An explanation for why views 

on the conflict moved in a positive direction among the general population, but not at the elite 

level could be that, as discussed, there are political implications for the expression of such views 

for elites that do not exist for the average person. Furthermore, previous research argues that it 

is in the interests of elites to maintain ethnic divisions in order to retain power, and to distract 

from other issues such as the poor socioeconomic conditions and high corruption in the country 

(Bojičić-Dželilović 2015; Belloni and Ramović 2020). 

While the survey data on the views of the war related more to which group bears the 

responsibility for the aggression, the statements made by elites were less focused on the general 

conflict dynamics, but rather the issue of genocide, whether or not it was committed and what 

the repercussions of that were. A point to point comparison is therefore not possible, however, 

the data does still indicate that a common outlook on the past has not been established, and that 

among both the public and political elites, each group maintains its own collective memories 

of the conflict. This illustrates that the sociopsychological infrastructure of conflict has not yet 

been replaced by an infrastructure of peace. However, as noted, some changes could be 

observed in the views of the public, suggesting that despite BiH remaining divided, slow 

progress is perhaps being made in terms of the renegotiation and critical revision of collective 

memory in a direction towards reconciliation. On the other hand the additional passage of time 

might mean that the collective memories of conflict begin to lose their salience. Additionally, 

although not included because there was no comparable data with 2005, in the 2019 survey 

respondents were asked “Do you agree with the court in The Hague that local genocide took 

place in Srebrenica?”. Whereas 80.3% of Bosniaks and 70.1% of Croats somewhat or totally 

agreed, a comparably low 12.2% of Serbs agreed, demonstrating that the opposing views of the 

Srebrenica massacre in 2019 are not exclusive to the political elite. 

Regarding the theme of a shared future or of the outgroups as partner in peace, both similar 

and divergent trends can be observed among elites and the general population. For example, 
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the survey results show a decrease over time in the belief that the three ethnic groups can coexist 

peacefully without external supervision, and the content analysis revealed that elites express 

similar or worse attitudes towards reconciliation in all categories in 2019 compared to 2007. 

However, while Bosnian Serbs were the group with the greatest shifts in views in a positive 

direction, with a higher share of respondents believing in peaceful coexistence and forgiveness, 

Bosnian Serb politicians demonstrated the opposite. While elites, as discussed, may gain from 

espousing rhetoric of division, most individuals strive to maintain positive self-esteem. As SIT 

establishes, our social identities become central to this quest, and views of ourselves are 

intertwined with beliefs about the ingroup (Tajfel 1974). Therefore, as Bosnian Serbs belong 

to the group most associated with aggression during the conflict, perhaps there is a greater 

tendency developed over time to believe in forgiveness. On the other hand, the results also 

demonstrate that Bosnian Serbs do not view themselves as the aggressors. There may therefore 

be several factors at play, and more comprehensive research is necessary to explain these 

variations.  

 It can be concluded that while elites did not demonstrate an increase in reconciliatory 

attitudes over time, some changes were observed among survey respondents. However, as has 

been remarked, these suggest only slow and limited progress towards reconciliation as views 

were generally still divided between the groups.  

According to Bar-Tal (2013) for reconciliation and peaceful, stable relations between 

opposing groups to be built, changes are needed in the worldview, beliefs, motivations, 

attitudes, and emotions of society members, and the sociopsychological infrastructure of 

conflict must be replaced by one of peace. These transformations must begin in a pre-agreement 

phase, otherwise, society members will still uphold the same beliefs that fueled the conflict. In 

the case of BiH, the peace process has continuously been shaped by international intervention. 

The DPA was negotiated with and imposed by western actors, who gave themselves incredible 

power over the internal politics of the country with the establishment of the OHR and Bonn 

powers, in addition to helping elect politicians they preferred. The transitional justice process 

takes place within this context of western intervention, and is also a symptom of it. The ICTY 

was included in the DPA, and like the DPA was externally imposed and financed. Foreigners 

were part of the creation and running of the War Crimes Chamber of the State Court of BiH, 

and contribute to the funding of local reconciliation projects. The western actors, in particular 

the US, did not fully consider the ramification of the ethnonational division when creating these 

institutions, and instead believed that they could create a civic unifying Bosnian identity (Kostić 

2008; 2011). Thus, because the peace and transitional justice process in BiH was imposed and 

entrenched ethnic divisions, these sociopsychological changes were not able to begin before 

the DPA was signed, but were expected to come about under conditions that do not foster them.  
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Conclusions 
 

The thesis attempted to answer the research question can transitional justice promote 

reconciliation in the aftermath of ethnic conflict in the systems that promote ethnonational 

insecurity? The results suggest that, in the case of post-Dayton BiH, transitional justice has in 

fact been unable to promote reconciliation in the aftermath of ethnic conflict. Among the public 

and the elites, views on transitional justice mechanisms have worsened or remained the same 

over time, which would indicate that any progress made towards reconciliation is not due to the 

work of these mechanisms. This finding proposes that top-down, imposed solutions, 

particularly in the form of judicial mechanisms, regardless of how well staffed and supported, 

do not contribute to reconciliation when insecurity and the sociopsychological infrastructure of 

conflict remains. An implication of this might be that in cases of identity based conflict, 

retributive transitional justice, should not immediately be employed, such as in BiH where the 

ICTY began operating before the war was over.  

However, while results at the elite level illustrate a lack of reconciliation in all six themes 

examined, the survey data suggests that there has been some development in reconciliation 

between 2005 and 2019, particularly in terms of views on the conflict. These views, though still 

divergent between the ethnic groups have seen shifts in a direction towards a greater shared 

understanding of the past, which was somewhat unexpected. An inferential statistical analysis 

of the survey data, controlling for factors such as age, gender, income, and level of education 

might contribute to explaining this development, but was unfortunately not possible within the 

limitations of this thesis, and remains an area for future research. Furthermore, a larger set of 

survey questions, which would allow for a full comparison between all six themes of 

reconciliation identified may provide a richer understanding of the role that insecurity plays in 

obstructing the reconciliatory effects of transitional justice among ordinary citizens. This might 

also provide more insight into why the different ethnic groups saw different trends in how views  

changed over time.  

Finally, the theoretical framework relies heavily on literature from the field of social 

psychology. While Bar-Tal (2007; 2013) for example explains how the sociopsychological 

infrastructure of conflict maintains conflictive relations between groups, and how this plays 

into reconciliation, these are discussed in terms of the dichotomy between two opposing groups, 

who each view the other as the perpetrators, and the ingroup as the victims of conflict. The case 

of BiH contains a conflict with three parties, which complicates these sociopsychological 

dynamics. A future avenue for research might be to investigate how conflict identities are 

changed by the existence of multiple parties, and how these eventually affect the processes of 

reconciliation.  
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Appendix 

Number of Statements by Category  

Conflict 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

War of 
Aggression 

1 3 0 0 0 0 

Civil War 0 0 4 0 0 0 
Genocide 2 17 3 0 0 0 
No 
genocide 

0 0 6 0 0 0 

Individual 
guilt 

0 0 10 0 0 0 

Collective 
guilt 

2 3    0 

N 5 23 23 0 0 0 

Transitional Justice 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

Positive 
ICJ    

0 0 1 0 0 1 

Negative 
ICJ    

2 5 4 1 0 0 

Positive 
ICTY 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Negative 
ICTY 

0 0 0 1 0 0 

Positive 
State Court 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Negative 
State Court 

0 0 4 0 0 0 

Justice 
served  

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Justice not 
served 

0 7 1 0 0 0 

Cooperate 
with justice 

0 0 9 0 0 0 

Do not 
cooperate 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

N 2 12 19 2 0 1 
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Insecurity 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

Insecurity    2 4 15 1 3 1 
Security 0 0 0 0 0 0 
War will 
return 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

War will 
not return 

0 1 6 0 0 1 

N 2 5 21 1 3 2 
 

State Structure 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

Positive 
ethnic 
entities    

0 0 35 4 11 6 

Negative 
ethnic 
entities  

2 19 0 0 0 0 

Positive 
BiH split  

0 0 4 1 0 0 

Negative 
BiH split 

0 2 0 0 2 0 

N 2 21 39 5 13 6 

Ethnic Identity 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

Ethnic 
identity 
salient    

3 8 18 5 5 2 

Ethnic 
identity 
not salient     

0 1 4 0 0 0 

N 3 9 22 5 5 2 
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Partners in Peace 2007 

 Sulejman 
Tihić    

Haris 
Silajdžić    

Milorad 
Dodik 

Mladen 
Bosić 

Dragan 
Čović 

Božo 
Ljubić 

Outgroups 
partner in 
peace    

2 4 8 0 1 0 

Outgroups 
not 
partners in 
peace    

2 8 23 0 0 0 

N 4 12 31 0 1 0 
 

Conflict 2019 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

War of 
Aggression 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Civil War 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Genocide 2 0 0 0 0 0 
No 
genocide 

0 0 5 0 0 0 

Individual 
guilt 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Collective 
guilt 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

N 2 0 5 0 0 0 
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Transitional Justice 2019 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

Positive 
ICJ    

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Negative 
ICJ    

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Positive 
ICTY 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Negative 
ICTY 

1 0 8 1 0 0 

Positive 
State Court 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Negative 
State Court 

0 0 3 0 0 0 

Justice 
served  

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Justice not 
served 

2 0 0 
 

0 0 2 

Cooperate 
with justice 

0 0 0 
 

0 0 0 

Do not 
cooperate 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

N 3 0 11 1 0 2 
 
 

Insecurity 2019 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

Insecurity    10 1 9 0 1 2 
Security 0 0 0 0 0 0 
War will 
return 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

War will 
not return 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

N 10 1 9 0 1 2 
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State Structure 2019 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

Positive 
ethnic 
entities    

0 0 15 1 0 7 

Negative 
ethnic 
entities  

13 3 0 0 0 0 

Positive BiH 
split  

0 0 9 0 0 0 

Negative 
BiH split 

0 0 1 0 0 0 

N 13 3 25 1 0 7 
 
 

Ethnic Identity 2019 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

Ethnic 
identity 
salient    

4 1 22 0 0 
 

6 

Ethnic 
identity 
not salient     

2 0 0 0 0 0 

N 6 1 22 0 0 6 
 
 
 

 Bakir 
Izetbegović 

Nermin 
Nikšić 

Milorad 
Dodik 

Vukota 
Govedarica 

Mirko 
Šarović 

Dragan 
Čović 

Outgroups 
partner in 
peace    

0 0 2 0 0 0 

Outgroups 
not 
partners in 
peace    

11 0 25 0 0 2 

N 11 0 27 0 0 2 
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