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Bosnia and Herzegovina: A Shot at Democracy

Abstract: During the war in Bosnia, ethnic tensions between the Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats gave birth to a deep-rooted hatred among the three ethnic groups. The war left Bosnia divided and weak. Although the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement in December of 1995 brought an end to the war in Bosnia and created Bosnia’s Constitution, its provisions also gave birth to an ethnically divided Bosnian government. The institutionalization of ethnic divisions within Bosnia’s government has greatly stunted the country’s democratic development because, instead of promoting and encouraging reconciliation among the various ethnic groups, it only reinforces continued ethnic conflict and resentment within Bosnia’s population. At present, the most detrimental effect of such institutionalized ethnic divisions is Republika Srpska’s threat of secession from Bosnia altogether. From the research presented in this paper, it is evident that the Dayton Agreement should have only been a temporary provision for peace, because the permanent adoption of its terms and conditions has only hindered Bosnia's democratic development and is now threatening its very existence as a modern sovereign country.

As it stands today, the country of Bosnia and Herzegovina is much like a baby that is just learning to walk. It is standing on its own two feet, but it is wobbly and weak and even the slightest distraction could potentially knock it down.  Bosnia’s likeness to a toddler does not only come from its fragile state but also from its inexperience—in the realm of democracy, that is. Up until some sixteen years ago, Bosnia and Herzegovina did not exist as a sovereign state. Instead, it was one of six Socialist Republics that constituted the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (to be referred to as just Yugoslavia from here on out). Almost immediately following Bosnia’s secession from Yugoslavia, civil war broke out between Serbs and Bosniaks because Serbs did not like the idea of Bosnia (which had a fairly large Serbian population) breaking away from Yugoslavia. The war began in 1992 and ended on December 14, 1995 with the signing of the Dayton Agreement, which not only ended the war but also established Bosnia and Herzegovina’s constitution (High Beam Encyclopedia). In addition to that, the Dayton Agreement also split Bosnia and Herzegovina into two separate entities: Republika Srpska (predominantly Serb population) and Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (which is made up primarily of Bosniaks and Croats). Since 1995, Bosnia has been struggling as a newly democratized country, mainly due to lingering ethnic tensions and the threat of Republika Srpska seceding from Bosnia. 

Archaeologist, Howard Winters, once said, “Civilization is the process in which one gradually increases the number of people included in the term 'we' or 'us' and at the same time decreases those labeled 'you' or 'them' until that category has no one left in it” (WisdomQuotes). This idealistic view of society is one that was deeply rooted in the goals and politics of former Yugoslavian president, Josip Broz Tito. Tito was elected President for Life in 1963 and proved to be a widely loved and respected leader. Thanks to him, Yugoslavia was in many respects a model for a successful multinational state. Because Yugoslavia was made up of six ethnically different republics, Tito recognized that the only way he would maintain peace and order between all the people of Yugoslavia was to ban the public promotion of particularistic nationalism. In other words, Serbian nationalism or Croatian nationalism could not exist under Tito’s rule.  Everyone—Bosniak, Serb, Croat— shared the same nationalism: Yugoslavian.

While Tito was a member of the Communist party, Yugoslavia was not like the Communist countries that exist today. Even though people did not get to vote in elections and had very little say in the governmental affairs of the country, they rarely had a reason to want to. After all, crime levels were exceptionally low, education and healthcare were free, and homelessness was a term stemming from hypothetical talk, not the streets of Yugoslavia. Simply put, most people were very happy and satisfied with their lives and found little cause for a change (Dizdarevic). Although Yugoslavia was a multi-ethnic country, Tito was able to maintain relative peace and harmony in the country until his death in 1980. Almost immediately after Tito’s death, ethnic tensions grew and Yugoslavia began to dissolve, as four of the six republics (Bosnia included) seceded from Yugoslavia and declared independence. By the time Bosnia declared independence in 1992, ethnic tensions outgrew the desire for peace and war ensued between Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats (Europa World Year Book, 907). 

What started out as a war over territory and opposition to the dissolution of Yugoslavia, quickly turned into a war of grotesque, inhumane means to reach a terrifying end: ethnic cleansing. Serb forces killed thousands upon thousands of Muslims, most notably in the city of Srebrenica, where approximately 8,000 Muslims were murdered in a matter of days, making it the largest mass genocide since World War II (Europa World Year Book, 911). An estimated 97,000 to 110,000 persons died during the years of fighting; roughly two thirds of those who died were Bosniaks (High Beam Encyclopedia).

In 1995, peace negotiations between the Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs began in Dayton, Ohio. A comprehensive peace agreement was reached when leaders Alija Izetbegovic (Bosnian), Franjo Tudman (Croatian), and Slobodan Milosevic (Serbian) initialed a General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina, dividing the country between the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with 51% of the territory, and Republika Srpska, with 49%, although the sovereignty of the state (which was henceforth to be known simply as Bosnia and Herzegovina) was to be maintained within its existing borders. The Dayton Peace Agreement (often simply referred to as the Dayton accords) was signed on December 14, 1995 in Paris, France (Europa World Year Book, 912).  The constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina was Annex 4 to the Dayton accords. 

In accordance with the Dayton accords, Bosnia and Herzegovina is a single state, which consists of two autonomous political entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republica Srpska. A civilian High Representative of the International Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina oversees government institutions and the implementations of the peace accords. One of the most unique aspects of Bosnia’s new government is its three-member collective presidency of one Bosniak, one Serb, and one Croat. Members of the Presidency are directly elected for a four-year term, and are eligible to serve only two consecutive terms. Chairman of the Presidency is rotated between the members every eight months. The bicameral Parliamentary Assembly of BiH comprises the House of Peoples and the House of Representatives (Europa World Year Book, 915). 

The Dayton Agreement was, in theory, designed to: “(1) empower the majority, hopefully at the expense of the small group of radical nationalists who initiated and perpetrated the war; (2) establish democratic practices in a formerly communist country; and (3) break the monopoly of power of the nationalists and encourage political pluralism” (United States Institute of Peace). However, it can be strongly argued that Bosnia’s democratic development is being stunted by the ethnic divisions that have been institutionalized in the country’s government. Although elections have long been recognized as an essential component of a democracy, Bosnia’s elections do not help its democratic development so long as they are ethnically motivated. According to the 2008 Freedom House report, campaigning for public office in Bosnia often reinforces ethnic ties, rather than the everyday business of running a government. Presidential elections also perpetuate ethnic divisions in society since candidates, according to the rules of Dayton, run for government offices that are assigned by a system of ethnic quotas. As Bosniak citizens vote for the Bosniak member of the tripartite presidency and Croats for the Croatian counterpart, their sense of ethnicity is heightened (U.S. Institute of Peace). As a matter of fact, the current electoral system reinforces ethnic divisions in society in a number of ways: 

(1) Candidates must be identified as a member of one of the three constituent ethnic groups in order to run for the presidency; (2) Serb candidates cast one vote to elect an RS member of the national presidency, while Croats and Bosniaks vote only for candidates from the Federation; (3) political positions within the government are assigned by ethnic group; and (4) there is no accountability to voters; the proportional party list system divorces voters from their representatives, leaving power and accountability in the hands of party officials. While necessary for securing a successfully negotiated peace agreement, the electoral system's continued use, most working group participants felt, will prevent social and political reconciliation. 

(United States Institute of Peace)

Knowing the recent violent history of Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is both understandable and disappointing to see that the country is still very much ethnically divided, both geographically and within its own government. On the one hand, it seemed almost inevitable at the time of the Dayton accords that ethnic division and identity would have to be recognized within Bosnia’s government for sake of fairness and cooperation. On the other hand, keeping in mind that the war has given birth to a deep-rooted hatred amongst the various ethnic groups in Bosnia, it seems almost ludicrous for the government to be so ethnically divided, as it only upholds and promotes the continued ethnic divisions that are hindering the country’s democratic success. In a practical sense, one might compare this to how one would deal with two quarreling children. At first you separate them to prevent further fighting. However, eventually you bring them back together and encourage reconciliation because, at the end of the day, you want them to be friends again. What the Dayton Agreement failed to do was bring Bosnia’s ethnically diverse population back together. If anything, it only heightened ethnic divisions.

What is becoming clear is that the Dayton Agreement, despite its good intentions and democratic measures, should have come with an expiration date. That is to say, the conditions outlined in the Dayton Agreement should not have been permanently adopted by Bosnia. Dayton should have been treated as nothing more than a temporary provision for peace. Retrospectively speaking, Bosnia probably should have been allowed to construct its own Constitution. After all, what value does a country’s Constitution really hold if it is not written by that country’s leaders? Instead, Bosnia’s Constitution, as it is written in the Dayton Agreement, is merely a compilation of ideas from foreign leaders who have no personal attachment to Bosnia. 

While it has been almost thirteen years since the war ended, Bosnia is still nowhere close to being a stable country with a thriving democracy. Although it is an independent state, it has not shown enough progress for it to be free of international administration. In early 2007 the International Crisis Group warned, "Bosnia remains unready for unguided ownership of its own future - ethnic nationalism remains too strong” (BBC News). This cautionary statement has gained formal reality in 2008, as Republika Srpska Prime Minister Milorad Dodik renewed his threat to call a referendum on his entity's independence (Southeast European Times). With ethnic tensions silently thriving, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s future is in fragile hands. Republika Srpska will continue to push for its independence from Bosnia because its leaders and citizens believe they deserve significant autonomy. Tensions grew when Republika Srpska Prime Minister Miroslav Dodik made a very inciting and chilling confession in October of 2008, saying, "I have no emotional attachment to Bosnia and Herzegovina, nor do I love it. I'm emotionally very attached to Republika Srpska and believe it can function.” Haris Silajdzic, the Bosniak member of the tripartite presidency, only added fuel to the fire by telling the UN General Assembly that Republika Srpska was "created by genocide” and that the “UN should correct the errors made during the war" and "send a clear message that the genocide will not be rewarded” (Southeast European Times).  

Fortunately, High Representative Miroslav Lajcak recognizes that these political and ethnic tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina are impeding the country's reforms and could lead to its partition, and is doing his best to prevent Republika Srpska’s secession from happening. On October 15, 2008, Lajcak stressed that Bosnia and Herzegovina's entities enjoy the country's constitutional protection and “neither side can change them unilaterally.” He further explained that "Sovereignty is an attribute of states; therefore, of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Republika Srpska is an entity, not a state within a state…” (Southeast European Times). Lucky for Bosnia, Lajcak seems to be the glue that is keeping the country from falling apart.

Judging from current standings in Bosnia and Herzegovina, we can conclude that Bosnia will have a hard time developing as a democratic country so long as ethnic divisions remain in its government. By institutionalizing ethnic divisions in government, Bosnia is essentially legitimizing the ethnic tension and hatred that is threatening the country’s very existence. It is clear that true change and progress will have to start with the heart of the country—its people and its government. Bosnia needs to heed the advice of Eugene McCarthy, who once said, “as long as the differences and diversities of mankind exist, democracy must allow for compromise, for accommodation, and for the recognition of differences” (WisdomQuotes). The people must not let old wounds keep them from experiencing the true joys of peace and harmony. They must remember that following the Bosnian war, they are now, in a sense, more homogenized than ever. Everyone has witnessed the horrors of war, experienced the despair thereafter, and most importantly, everyone shares a hope for a better future. The problem is that they have failed to grasp the fact that, in these respects, the people of Bosnia—whether Bosniak, Serb, or Croat—are all one unit, and that for a unit to fight against itself is suicide. 
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