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Ideology and Party System Change in Consociational Systems: The Case of Non-nationalist 

Parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 

John Hulsey and Soeren Keil 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Following a period of nationalist party dominance in Bosnia and Herzegovina, alternative parties have 

emerged to challenge the established parties with ideologies that seek to bridge ethnic divides.  This 

paper examines the ideological positioning of non-nationalist parties relative to nationalist parties and 

the challenges for such parties in supplanting the dominance of ethnicity in politics. Based on elite 

interviews and detailed analysis of party documents, we argue that these parties have identified 

sufficient electoral support for alternative conceptions of politics and inter-ethnic relations in post-war 

Bosnia to promote their non-nationalist agendas. The parties couple distinct non-nationalist ideas with 

ideological formulations that have the potential to bridge across ethnic groups.  However, the stability 

in support for non-nationalist parties, even as individual parties with distinct ideologies rise or fall, 

suggests that the appeal of this approach is limited by the necessity of governing with nationalist parties 

and the appeal of state contestation.  

 

Introduction 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina1 attracted international media attention again in Spring 2014, as protests in 

numerous Bosnian cities resulted in the burning of a government building, mass demonstrations and 

the fall of numerous local governments. In May 2014, Bosnia was hit by the worst ever flooding in the 

country, with damage estimated to be several billion dollars. In October 2014, elections took place for 

the Bosnian central institutions (House of Representatives and Presidency) and for entity and cantonal 

institutions. However, neither the 2014 elections after the protests and the flooding, nor the elections in 

October 2018 have brought fundamental changes to Bosnian politics. So far, there has been very little 

positive news from Bosnia. The country is still treated like a backward, post-war state by most Western 

media observers, and even informed scholars have little faith in positive change coming from Bosnia, 

in which the results of the violent conflict (1992-1995) remain visible and continue to play a key role 

in day-to-day politics.2  

 While these developments have put Bosnia back on the map of international media attention, 

there remains a lack of academic engagement with the institutional structure and the political processes 

within this unique system. Having said this, in addition to the large body of literature on state-building 

and intervention in Bosnia,3 there is also a growing body that looks at elements such as power-sharing, 
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federalism and institutional design in the country.4 It is to this body of literature that this paper hopes 

to contribute. Our aim is to look at the dynamics within Bosnia’s political system, more specifically to 

look at the party system in post-war Bosnia. Most observers point out that the party system in the 

country is ethnically divided, dominated by nationalist parties and that voting and institutional rules 

clearly favour this kind of parties.5  

Bosnia follows in its institutional set-up the consociational model, which strongly emphasizes elite 

cooperation and group autonomy in deeply divided societies.6 Hence, parties representing one national 

group play a key role in separate institutions, as they are representatives of their group’s interests. In 

fact, Lijphart promotes parties that represent only one group strongly, arguing that only these parties 

will contribute to power-sharing and consensual decision-making effectively.7 Yet, this paper will focus 

on parties that declare themselves as multi-ethnic and non-nationalist. Multi-ethnic parties are strongly 

promoted by advocates of a more inclusive, centripetalist institutional design, most notably Donald 

Horowitz and Benjamin Reilly. They argue that multi-ethnic parties (or party coalitions) can play a key 

role in political moderation and easier decision-making, criticizing the divisive nature of consociational 

power-sharing arrangements.8 Naša Stranka, Democratic Front (DF) and the SDP, together with a 

number of smaller, liberal parties, are the main examples of non-nationalist parties. They can be 

categorised as such, because in contrast to nationalist parties, which ‘typically claim to represent the 

interests of one group alone,’ they ‘appeal to a broader support base, and thus tend to have a more 

centrist impact, aggregating diverse interests and de-emphasizing mono-ethnic demands’.9 

 

Our interest in the non-nationalist parties in Bosnia stems from a theoretical puzzle: Despite the 

existence of strong incentives for nationalist parties in Bosnia’s institutional provisions, non-nationalist 

parties have seen continued support amongst voters. Neither consociational power-sharing, nor more 

integrative approaches can explain this phenomenon. According to consociationalism, these parties 

should not exist, as voters will prefer nationalist-exclusive parties to represent their group’s interest, 

while integrationalists would argue that the institutional provisions in Bosnia do not make moderation 

pay, and thereby contribute to party polarization and voting along national lines. Yet, while these parties 

exist and receive support from a recognisable share of voters, they have been unable to fundamentally 

change Bosnian politics – whenever they have entered governing coalitions at regional and central level, 

they have been caught in ethnic outbidding and have been punished in the next election. In short, there 

is electoral support for these parties despite an institutional set-up that does not favour them, yet when 

they get support they cannot really influence the system and push for any changes, as they are unable 

to compete and sustain themselves in the ethnic game of “zero-sum-politics.” This is why the research 

question for this paper is as follows: “In a post-war society that remains deeply divided, and in which 

electoral and institutional provisions favour nationalist exclusive parties, how do non-nationalist parties 

place themselves ideologically relative to nationalist parties, how do they perform in elections and why 

have they been unable to change the system despite numerous participations in government?” 
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The consociational and centripetalist schools of post-conflict political institutions share the same goals 

of promoting governance that is inclusive and responsive to the interests of a broad range of groups in 

society.  They differ primarily in tools they bring to bear in order to accomplish moderate and shared 

governance, particularly in the mechanism whereby elites will gain the incentive to cooperate with 

parties from competing groups.  Accordingly, they differ in the kinds of parties and party systems that 

they hope to promote, in large part through an implicit preference for political coalitions that emerge 

between parties after elections or a preference for coalition- and party-building before the election takes 

place.  

The consociational approach put forward by Lijphart seeks to promote moderation by securing the 

basic interests of the ethnic groups. The risks of majoritarian democracy are lessened by guaranteeing 

representation of all groups, giving all groups the ability to block threatening actions through a veto, 

and, when possible, devolving power to homogenous federal territories.  The consociational approach 

rests on the idea that this basic security will create a situation in which ethnic groups and their leaders 

can engage in compromise without fear.10 The demand for cooperation emerges from the inability to 

act alone in order to produce progress.   So, the model for cooperation under consociationalism is 

cooperation by elites representing ethnic parties.  Crucially, this cooperation across ethnic lines takes 

place after the election.  

The centripetalist school takes as its starting point that ethnic elites are unlikely to engage in 

compromise as long as they see themselves exclusively as representatives of a single group.11  They 

argue that the demand for cooperation in order to achieve governance is unlikely to be met by a 

corresponding supply of parties willing or able to reach compromise despite being elected from only 

one ethnic group.  In order to produce this supply of compromise-oriented parties, centripetalists argue 

for institutional mechanisms that reward parties for gaining votes across ethnic group lines.  Rather than 

lowering the stakes of elections in the hope of compromise after the election, centripetalists argue that 

incentives for compromise must be built into the electoral system.  This takes the form of encouraging 

pre-election coordination across ethnic lines.  

 

The non-nationalist parties in Bosnia are attempting to use the mechanisms for moderation sought 

by centripetalists in a political system that is deeply consociational in terms of its institutional set-up. 

They often focus on overcoming the polarisation of ethnic divisions that have been a key part of Bosnian 

politics and society since the end of the war.  

 In order to address our research question, we have interviewed a number of party elites in 

Bosnia and have analysed major party documents to understand the motivations of non-nationalist 

parties.12 Our findings demonstrate that these parties have identified “multiethnicity” and the label of 

“non-nationalist parties” as key elements not only of a future vision for the country, but also as a 

programmatic platform, which has found increasing voter support in Bosnia. However, these parties 

have mainly been successful in areas with a Bosniak majority, meaning that mainly Bosniak voters 
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support their visions and ideas. Our analysis focuses on the Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (Socijaldemokratska Partija Bosne i Hercegovine, SDP) and Naša Stranka (Our Party) as 

two examples.13 The SDP is the oldest and most important non-nationalist party and has been part of 

several governments at entity and central state level, while Naša Stranka was founded in 2008 and has 

so far not been part of entity and central state level governments, although it recently joined the 

government in the Sarajevo canton. While both parties are very different in their history, organization 

and electoral performance throughout Bosnia, what they have in common is a strong focus on multi-

ethnicity as a key principle to overcome ethnic divisions.  

 To analyse the role of non-nationalist parties in Bosnia, we progress in the following way: First, 

we will provide an overview of post-war Bosnian politics to highlight the dominance of ethnicity and 

power-sharing as key elements within Bosnia’s political system. Second, we will look at the party 

system and its development more in-depth, in order to highlight the impact of consociational political 

institutions, the dominance of nationalist parties and demonstrate the positioning of non-nationalist 

parties within the system. Third, we look at the SDP and Naša Stranka in more detail by analysing the 

party programmes and a number of elite interviews we have held in Bosnia. By doing so, we aim to 

assess the ideological self-positioning of these parties within the system and their main motivations for 

using the multi-ethnic and non-nationalist labels as key messages. Finally, we will conclude by 

discussing what the evaluation of these two parties tells us about wider Bosnian politics and why there 

is a need to re-think our understanding of party politics in transitional post-ethnic conflict societies.  

 

 

Post-war Bosnian Politics: Ethnic Division and International Intervention 

 

When Bosnia became an independent country in April 1992, its society and politics were already deeply 

divided. The first multi-party elections in November 1990 were won by parties that represented the 

main ethnic groups. These were the Party of Democratic Action (Stranka Demokratske Akcije, SDA), 

which represented Bosnian Muslims,14 the Serb Democratic Party (Srpska Demokratska Stranka, SDS), 

and the Croatian Democratic Union (Hrvatska demokratska zajednica Bosne i Hercegovine, HDZ BiH). 

While the SDA was the first non-Communist party founded in Bosnia, the SDS and the HDZ BiH were 

strongly linked to similar parties in the neighbouring countries, the HDZ in Croatia (under leadership 

of Croatian President Franjo Tuđman) and Slobodan Milošević’s Socialist Party of Serbia. Together, 

these parties accounted for nearly three-quarters of all votes, while the reformed League of Communists 

scored only 12% of the vote.15  

 In a political environment that was characterized by conflict over the future of Yugoslavia and 

the growing economic and political crisis of the state, Bosnia, like the other Yugoslav Republics, saw 

a rise in ethno-nationalist parties, which were able to win elections and form governments. The three 

ethnic parties campaigned together against the socialist party representing the old system, but the 
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coalition that the SDA, SDS and the HDZ BiH formed after the elections was more a political agreement 

of convenience, than an alliance which would be able to manage Bosnian politics in times of economic, 

social and political crisis. Hence, as Neven Andjelić argues, these parties had a complete lack of the 

‘understanding of the meaning of democracy. [...] Electoral success was translated into a “green light” 

for the elected to do, or attempt to do, whatever they wanted.’16 The parties were consequently unable 

to agree on any major policy reform, and the coalition fell apart over the question of Bosnia’s 

relationship with Yugoslavia once Slovenia and Croatia had declared independence in June 1991. While 

the SDA and HDZ pushed for Bosnia to have a referendum on independence as well, the SDS wanted 

the country to stay in Yugoslavia. What followed is well-known, Bosnia’s declaration of independence 

resulted in Serb opposition, which was expressed through the establishment of autonomous Serbian 

districts, which were then united and expanded in order to build the Republika Sprska (RS), i.e. an 

independent Serb state on the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina.17  

 After three and a half years of bloodshed with approximately 100,000 people losing their lives, 

the Dayton Peace Conference in Ohio, USA not only established peace between the former Yugoslav 

states, but also provided a new institutional architecture for Bosnia. The constitutional framework of 

the state is part of the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA), it can be found in Annex IV. In short, what 

Dayton provided was a blueprint for a new Bosnian state, a state that would be based on a highly 

decentralized federal system,18 whose main feature is ethnic power-sharing between Bosniaks, Serbs 

and Croats.19 However, the elections in 1996 brought to power the same parties that led Bosnia into the 

war, and like in 1990, they were unable to agree on any major policy issue. Too different were their 

policy preferences and long-term goals. While the SDA wanted to protect the unity and independence 

of Bosnia and centralize the state, SDS and HDZ focused on the integration of territories under their 

control into the neighbouring countries. Bosnia after 1995 was a state of three currencies, in which the 

freedom of movement was severely limited between the different parts of the country and in which 

reconstruction efforts were hindered and blocked by political interests, despite an impressive provision 

of reconstruction and developmental assistance from other countries.20 

 As a result of continued political stalemate in the first post-war years, international actors 

became more active in Bosnia. In December 1997, the High Representative, who oversees the civilian 

aspects of the Dayton Agreement, was given the power to impose, suspend and amend laws, and dismiss 

officials who acted against the spirit of the DPA.21 Consequently, Bosnia became a prime example of 

international state-building, with the High Representatives since 1998 imposing a number of 

controversial decisions, including a new law on citizenship, a new law on state symbols, a law on 

constitutional changes in the entities, a law on Bosnia’s currency and a number of laws related to 

security issues. Some argued that Bosnia became an example of a new style of neo-colonial rule,22 while 

others welcomed this form of international activism.23 This externally-driven process came to an end in 

2006, because most international observers, particularly the European Union (EU), believed that Bosnia 

was a consolidated state and it was time for Bosnian elites to take responsibility for the future of their 
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country. The main framework for Bosnia’s future development was the integration into the EU, and the 

EU remained involved in many policy areas, not least by taking over key security provisions from 

NATO and other international actors.24 Yet, the heavy international involvement between 1998 and 

2006, particularly the dominant role of the High Representative, resulted in a situation in which Bosnian 

elites neither had the willingness to cooperate, nor the experience of finding compromises and looking 

for avenues of cooperation. Little progress has been made since 2006, and key questions about 

constitutional reform and Bosnia’s future remain contested. Bosnian Serb elites have again started to 

use the language of “secession” openly,25 while the Croats under the leadership of the HDZ BiH in 

Bosnia demand a third entity to address their perceived discrimination.26 Overall, the elites continue to 

“capture the state” – or the territories under their control, and by doing so utilize state contestation and 

general dissatisfaction with the Dayton arrangements to their advantage.27  

 

International state-building and democratization efforts have also affected party politics in the country. 

The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) was put in charge of organizing 

Bosnia’s post-war elections, and they remained in charge of electoral conduct and supervision until 

2006. The OSCE, as well as the High Representative, have attempted to promote certain parties and 

political elites, have banned others, and have changed the electoral rules numerous times to promote 

what they perceived as the better party/ candidate.28 Particularly after 1998, there was strong support 

for moderate and non-nationalist parties. International actors played a key role in putting together the 

“Alliance for Change” which was a multi-ethnic party coalition that defeated the nationalist parties and 

briefly remained in power between 2000 and 2002 under the leadership of the SDP. Furthermore, 

international actors also tried to work with nationalist parties in order to transform them into more 

moderate parties. However, these efforts have fundamentally failed on two levels. First, despite 

intensive intervention in electoral procedures and the banning of certain parties and officials, 

international actors have been unable to break the dominance of nationalist parties in Bosnia. While 

there are now more parties in Bosnia (more on this below), the vast majority of parties competing for 

electoral support remain nationalist, i.e. they only refer to one ethnic group and promote the interests 

of this group. Second, even where international actors have been able to promote “moderate” elites as 

alternatives to nationalists, these “moderates” did not turn out as easier partners. Biljana Plavšić, a 

former associate of Radovan Karadžić and previously a member of the SDS, was promoted as a 

moderate by international actors, yet her political career ended abruptly when she was indicted (and 

later convicted) for war crimes by the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 

(ICTY). Milorad Dodik, the former Prime Minister and President of the Republika Srpska (RS), and 

since 2018 the Serb member of the Bosnian State Presidency, was promoted as the West’s favoured 

politician since 1998, however since 2006 he has turned into a full-blown nationalist, who has called 

Bosnia an “artificial Frankenstein-like monster” and has challenged international policy in Bosnia 

numerous times.29 The support given to Haris Silajdžić, a former member of the SDA who has since 
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created his own party, the Party for Bosnia and Herzegovina (Stranka za Bosnu i Hercegovinu, SBiH), 

particularly by the United States, for his return to Bosnian politics in 2006 has also backfired, as he 

became one of the main spoilers in Bosnian politics once he was elected as the Bosniak Member of the 

Presidency. Hence, while external intervention and democratization efforts by international actors may 

have had a significant influence on the electoral rules and also shaped Bosnia’s party system by 

promoting certain elites over others, overall international intervention has been unable to break the 

dominance of nationalist elites and nationalist parties in the country.30  As a result, the most important 

stances taken by parties concern competing preferences relative to the implementation of the Dayton 

Agreement and eventually the EU accession process.   

 The next section will look in more detail into some of the changes within the Bosnian party 

system to demonstrate how nationalist parties remain of key importance and to discuss the role of non-

nationalist parties.  

 

The Bosnian Party System 

 

The most important factors shaping party politics in post-war Bosnia are deep societal 

divisions, a political and electoral system that reflects and reinforces those divisions and the efforts of 

international actors to push politics in Bosnia away from ethnonationalism. Bosnia’s consociational 

electoral rules and political system in interaction with the demographic results of ethnic cleansing and 

territorial partition create very low barriers to entry for smaller parties but very high obstacles for broad 

parties or coalitions that could draw support from all ethnic groups in all parts of the country.  The result 

is a very large number of parties that largely compete against only a few other parties seeking to 

represent the same ethnicity.  Against this backdrop, attempts by both Bosnians and international actors 

to foster broad, moderate parties and coalitions have failed.31   

  Political competition and therefore the local party system takes a completely different form in 

the RS than in the cantons of the FBiH, while the cantonal assemblies themselves are made up of wildly 

different groupings of parties depending on the balance of ethnic groups in the canton.  Parties that are 

dominant in one area are tiny or non-existent in elections in other parts of the country.32 The structure 

of Bosnia’s political system contributes to fragmentation of the party system because of the absence of 

state-wide elections in favour of electoral constituencies that follow ethnic boundaries created by the 

war.  In the most egregious example, the Serb member of the three-member BiH Presidency is elected 

from voters registered in RS while the Bosniak and Croat members are elected from voters registered 

in the FBiH. No party ran a candidate in all elections for all three members of the Presidency in 2010, 

2014 or 2018.33  The situation is similar for the Bosnian House of Representative elections, where the 

top parties are different for the election of seats from the RS than from the FBiH.   

Rather than having a single party system for the whole state, it is useful to think of Bosnia as 

having at least three party systems built around the three constituent peoples and the state bodies 
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constructed to represent their interests.  These three party systems result from the fact that the nationalist 

parties representing different ethnic groups are not in competition with one another over the same 

voters.  Added to this is the existence of electoral districts and offices where almost all voters are of 

one ethnicity.  There is competition among nationalist parties seeking to represent the same ethnicity.  

These parties are very similar ideologically but differ across ethnic groups based on which group they 

claim to represent.  Competition between nationalist parties representing the same ethnicity focuses 

primarily on which elites and which patronage networks will gain the most power. Ideological 

differences between such parties are at best secondary and at worst completely irrelevant.34   

Ideologically, non-nationalist parties attempt to crosscut these three party systems by 

presenting an alternative rationale for representation than for it to be based on ethnicity.  These parties 

field candidates and seek votes across ethnic boundaries and are organized around ideology. The SDP-

BiH is the most established non-nationalist party and fields candidates broadly across Bosnia at all 

levels of government.  The success of the SDP and similar parties shows that there is a significant bloc 

of voters who reject ethnonationalism in politics in favour of an ideology that bridges ethnic interest.35 

However, when looking at the success of the SDP and other non-nationalist parties more in detail, it 

becomes obvious that these parties are particularly successful in areas with a Bosniak majority (in 2018 

for example, the SDP became the strongest party in the Tužla canton, both SDP and NS did very well 

in Sarajevo canton).36 Hence, while liberal and moderate Bosniak voters will support non-nationalist 

parties, they are getting no to very little support in the Croat cantons and in the RS. The reasons for this 

are twofold, first Bosniaks are the majority of the population. Their numerical dominance allows those 

voters dissatisfied with SDA or in opposition to ethnic politics to support non-nationalist parties. 

Second, Bosniaks are the only constituent people that does not have a kin-state, and they generally do 

not contest Bosnia as an independent state (or the integrity of Bosnia’s territory). While liberal Serbs 

and Croats exist, they are unlikely to vote for non-nationalist parties, because they see them as Bosniak 

parties, and they would instead choose more moderate Serb or Croat parties. So, non-nationalist parties 

are a distinct type of party, which compete in all three party systems in Bosnia.  While there is a 

significant group of voters who consistently vote for non-nationalist parties across elections, some 

voters go back and forth between voting for non-nationalist parties and nationalist parties of their 

group.37  In this way, non-nationalist parties are in competition with nationalist parties of all groups, 

but receive votes mainly from Bosniak voters.   

Following the 2014 general elections, ten parties and electoral coalitions are represented in the 

42-seat BiH Assembly. Since 2018, this number has increased to 14, with more parties represented in 

the two Entity parliaments.  There are even more parties receiving votes in cantonal assemblies and 

municipal councils.  The large number of parties shows how easy it is for a party in Bosnia to build 

sufficient regional support to gain and keep mandates in representative bodies.  This ease of entry into 

office carries both opportunities and dangers for new parties wishing to break the post-war dominance 

of nationalist parties on Bosnian politics.  Ease of entry means that even small, localized parties can 
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quickly gain seats in legislatures, with the access and visibility that entails.  However, the large number 

of other parties makes it more difficult for parties to form governing and opposition coalitions that can 

be the basis for passing legislation and holding the government accountable. A good example of this is 

the evolution and participation of Naša Stranka within Bosnian politics. As will be demonstrated below 

when discussing Naša Stranka, while the party was only founded in 2008, it has been able to send 

representatives to the Sarajevo cantonal parliament following the 2010 election, and has been in 

governing agreements at municipality and cantonal level in Sarajevo. It has recently also entered the 

central Bosnian and FBiH parliaments after the 2018 elections, in which the party received its highest 

support to date.38    

Politics in Republika Srpska is dominated by the SNSD (Savez nezavisnih socijaldemokrata – 

Alliance of Independent Social Democrats) and the SDS.  The SDS was the dominant wartime 

nationalist party, which has been supplanted by the SNSD at the Entity and BiH level while still holding 

sway in many municipalities in RS.  As with other parties representing the other ethnic groups in Bosnia, 

it is difficult to discern a clear ideological difference between the SNSD and SDS, although the SNSD 

originally rose to prominence by portraying itself as more moderate and conciliatory than the SDS. 

Furthermore, it used to highlight its nature as a Social-Democratic party much more strongly in the late 

1990s and early 2000s, when the party was first coming into power.  This stance won the SNSD support 

from the international community, which helped build the party and create opportunities for SNSD’s 

leader, Milorad Dodik.  However, Dodik and the SNSD came to dominate the RS in part by turning 

away from a conciliatory approach and have since become a nationalist party that in some stances has 

been even more radical than the SDS.   

The party system among Croat-oriented parties shows even less ideological differentiation than 

existed among Serb parties.  HDZ-BiH (Hrvatska demokratska zajednica), was by far the largest Croat 

party and dominated municipalities and cantons where Croats were the majority.  The split before the 

2006 election into HDZ-BiH and HDZ 1990 can be explained best as a disagreement over who should 

run HDZ, and particularly over the influence of leaders with ties to Zagreb rather than as a new 

ideological direction for HDZ.  The relatively low barriers to new parties in the Bosnian political system 

facilitated the split in HDZ as well as the persistence of a number of smaller Croat parties. The split 

between HDZ and HDZ 1990 is one of the main causes of the election of the SDP candidate, Željko 

Komšić, as the Croat member of the BiH Presidency in 2006.  The split between the two parties makes 

sense given the electoral incentives at the municipal and cantonal level where Croats are the dominant 

group, but the split acts against the interests of Croat nationalist parties in state-level elections.  

Like the other two party systems, the Bosniak Party system also has a dominant, ethnic party.  

The mainstay of Bosniak nationalist parties is the SDA, which has been challenged both by a series of 

splinter nationalist parties built around popular Bosniak figures and by the non-nationalist approach of 

the SDP.  Parties like SBiH and SBB (Savez za Bolju Budućnost – Union for a Better Future of Bosnia) 

differ from SDA primarily by offering alternative leadership rather than a distinct ideology.  Like 
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SNSD, SBiH at times has been seen as a more moderate alternative to SDA, but by 2006, this distinction 

was difficult to justify.  The SDP-BiH can be considered a Bosniak party in that the vast majority of its 

voters are Bosniaks and the party has represented Bosniak interests relative to Croats and Serbs while 

in office. However, unlike nationalist parties, the SDP explicitly embraces a non-nationalist ideology 

and maintains Croats and Serbs in its leadership hierarchy.  So, it crosses ethnic boundaries in ways 

that SDA and SBiH do not.   

 

Within each sub-party system, there is meaningful competition among nationalist parties that are 

differentiated less by ideology and more by the personal networks of their leaders. The personalization 

of party politics in Bosnia is worsened by the relatively low barriers to new parties, which makes it 

easier for factions within parties to split off into new parties than to fight for control of the existing 

party.  This dynamic has played out in both nationalist parties and non-nationalist parties.  The 

leadership fight within the SDP between Zlatko Lagumdžija and Željko Komšić resulted in the 

departure of Komšić and the formation of the Democratic Front (DF) rather than either accommodation 

or leadership change within the party. However, the DF sees itself very much as a social-democratic 

party and also promotes the principle of multi-ethnicity, therefore has little ideological difference to the 

SDP. This also highlights that there is a recognizable electorate that supports non-nationalist parties, so 

much so, that a new party like the DF will take the gamble of leaving the older and more established 

SDP and compete independently.39 In the 2014 elections, DF was the most successful non-nationalist 

party throughout Bosnia.40 However, in 2018, the SDP recovered from its losses to DF and has once 

again established itself as the leading non-nationalist party. The DF support shrank substantially.41 

While certainly Komšić’s image and personal prestige continues to attract voters for the DF, and for 

Komšić personally in the election to the members of the Presidency, it remains to be seen if the DF will 

be able to establish itself long-term. Despite the reduced votes for the DF, overall support for non-

nationalist parties as a whole has remained stable at around 20% of the vote share.42  However, as Table 

1 below demonstrates, non-nationalist parties, mainly competing in the FBiH, compete with each other, 

and with Bosniak parties – yet over time their vote remains relatively consistent, meaning they are 

mainly in competition with each other.  

 

Table 1: FBiH Election Results 2010-2018 

Year SDA  SDP HDZ DF SBB NS PDA NB A-SDA HDZ 1990 NIP ENPV 

2010 20  25 11 0 12 1 0 0 2 5 0 7.19 

2014 28  10 12 13 15 2 0 0 2 4 0 6.87 

2018 25  15 14 9 7 5 4 4 3 2 2 7.86 

 

 



 11 

In the following section, we analyse the ways in which the non-nationalist parties frame their differences 

relative to both the nationalist parties and one another in their attempt to win over voters.   

 

Naša Stranka and SDP – Non-nationalist parties in a divided system 

 

Scholars on conflict resolution, especially coming from the integration approach, have for years argued 

that non-nationalist, multi-ethnic parties are one of the keys for long-term stability in post-ethnic 

conflict societies. Yet, the political system in Bosnia, as described above, is characterized by strict 

power-sharing between the three constituent peoples. Representation rules in the Presidency and the 

House of Peoples, as well as the electoral rules for the House of Representatives and for Entity and 

cantonal parliaments favour parties that appeal to only one group, because most territorial units, which 

are also used as electoral districts, are ethnically homogenous as a result of ethnic cleansing and political 

engineering after the war.43 This explains the dominance of nationalist parties and their persistence after 

the Dayton Agreement in 1995, despite electoral engineering and outside intervention in the electoral 

process by international actors, especially after 1997. However, what it does not explain is the existence 

and relative success of multi-ethnic, non-nationalist parties in the system.  

 For Bosnia, there have been a number of previous studies that have engaged with the role of 

non-nationalist parties and their relative electoral success, particularly in some municipalities. Pugh and 

Cobble, for example, argue that there is a correlation between pre-war ethnic diversity in a municipality 

and the support for non-nationalist parties after the war.44 Paula Pickering finds a link between support 

for non-nationalist parties and secular, left-leaning Bosniaks, who previously would have supported the 

Communist system.45 Caspersen argues in her discussion that the nationalist parties were not 

predominantly successful because they played the “ethnic card,” but because they had more financial 

and logistical support than non-nationalist parties.46 Most recently, Murtagh brings to bear comparative 

evidence that links specific power-sharing institutional arrangements to civic party strategies.47  While 

all these discussions have made important contributions to our understanding of the role of nationalist 

and non-nationalist parties in post-war Bosnia,  they leave several questions unanswered.  First, with 

the exception of the Murtagh study, these studies are based on data collected before the emergence of 

non-nationalist alternatives to SDP, which inevitably pushes non-nationalist parties to present an 

ideology that goes beyond a rejection of ethnic politics.  The emergence of alternatives parties 

challenges explanations that focus on organizational strength of the parties, as parties have successfully 

challenged the SDP despite its overwhelming advantage of resources and prior organizational capacity.  

What is more, while some of these studies explain the success of non-nationalist parties, we are also 

interested in their ability to influence government decisions and their long-term viability. Our argument 

is therefore that while non-nationalist parties can challenge, and on occasion match nationalist parties 

in elections, they fail to deliver when joining government coalition (at cantonal, regional or central 
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level), and often get punished for their inability to challenge the political system and its focus on ethnic 

politics.  

 

What our research has demonstrated is that Naša Stranka and SDP clearly define themselves as non-

nationalist parties, not only in their programmes which refer to “multiethnicity” and civic, rather than 

ethnic values, but also in relation to the existing nationalist parties. The electoral programme of Naša 

Stranka for the 2014 general election48 for example refers to ethnic divisions which influence 

“everything from employment, health and education, to art, culture and daily entertainment.” According 

to the party, the current system is characterised by “nepotism....to the benefit only of party elites, their 

relatives and friends.” In contrast to the dominant nationalist elites, Naša Stranka describes itself as a 

“social-liberal party, which wants to restore dignity and social security of the citizens of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and establish a modern and efficient system of protection of [the] natural and human 

resources.” They argue against ethnic division, instead highlighting that “the nations [in Bosnia] are 

artificially divided and territorially fragmented.” Instead, their party programme focuses on the equality 

of citizens and individual rights as cornerstones of a more equal and just society. Naša Stranka was 

founded in 2008 by a number of NGO activists, and this is also reflected in the programme, where civil 

society plays a key role. Our interviews with leading Naša Stranka representatives have confirmed this 

picture of the party. One leading member said that “We see ourselves as an emancipatory force within 

the political system.”49  

 

The SDP on the other hand has a strong focus on social-democratic values in its programme. It refers 

to the “principles of freedom, equality, justice, humanism and solidarity.”50 While SDP highlights topics 

such as education, justice and economic development in its 2014 electoral programme, it is less critical 

of the “established” parties, mainly because it has been part of different government coalitions at 

cantonal, FBiH and central level in recent years. Yet, the party’s focus on “equality of all citizens and 

peoples and ethnic groups” as well as its self-declared status as a “multinational political party in the 

entire territory of the state [that is] committed to the harmonious democratic development of the national 

and spiritual [conscience] identity of Bosnia and Herzegovina,” allows for its classification as a non-

nationalist party. It is clearly distancing itself from nationalist parties, by stating that it is a party “in the 

entire territory of the state” i.e. not solely focused on certain regions in Bosnia, where its majority 

support can be found. Indeed, for many years SDP was the only party that participated in most elections 

throughout Bosnia, including local elections in the FBiH and RS. In our interview with a local SDP 

activist in Sarajevo, he pointed out that equality is key to the SDP’s programme, “we are talking about 

the [...] rights for everyone no matter about their ethnic or religious beliefs.”51 The SDP is the oldest 

and biggest non-nationalist party in Bosnia. It is the successor of the former League of Communists in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, and as such its values and its vision for Bosnia have a lot in common with the 

multi-ethnic and harmonious concept promoted by the Communists before 1991. Its link to the previous 
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ruling party has given it certain strategic advantages – it has inherited property and wealth from the 

League of Communists, and it continues to profit from a portion of the Bosnian population which were 

persuaded Communists and supported the system prior to 1991. However, nowadays, it attracts voters 

from a variety of backgrounds, in addition to former Communists, youth activists who champion the 

social democratic values, and disappointed voters of SDA.  

 

Both parties identify themselves in opposition to nationalist parties. This is very strongly reflected not 

only in their focus on civic (rather than ethnic) rights, but also in their choice of policy priorities and 

major issues of concern, which include areas such as employment, public debt and welfare policies – 

political considerations that are clearly crossing the ethnic divide and affect all of the people in Bosnia. 

Both parties position themselves as centre-left parties, concerned mainly with issues such as welfare, 

environmentalism and employment rights.  Both parties also represent different ethnic groups and 

minorities in leading positions within the party hierarchy. In addition, there are guidelines on the 

representation of women and youth (in the case of the SDP), furthermore Naša Stranka limits the terms 

of its President to two consecutive terms. Both parties have emphasized their visions for Bosnia as being 

“multi-ethnic” with a strong focus on individual rights and equality among different groups. While 

Heleen Touquet has characterized Naša Stranka as a postethnic party,52 that believes ethnic divisions 

are artificial, and should be overcome, our interviews found no substantial difference in the vision of 

SDP and Naša Stranka. The programme of Naša Stranka states that  

We expect that there is no equality of peoples without equality of citizens. The 

collective equality is an implied companion, but not a guarantee for human, individual 

equality. Individual rights are the basis of all human rights. 

Similarly, the programme of SDP points out that 

The Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s programmatic vision is 

directed towards building a modern society based on the principles of justice, 

humanism, and solidarity. We will build a society based on equal social and political 

opportunities, rights and freedoms and equality of all citizens and peoples and ethnic 

minorities.  

Both parties emphasize the importance of the category “citizens” rather than constituent peoples or 

ethnic groups. Hence, both parties prefer a future Bosnia, which is based on civic values, a classic liberal 

democratic tradition in which everyone enjoys equal rights as a citizen, independent of their ethnic 

affiliation. This alternative vision of Bosnia, which overcomes ethnic divisions is very important when 

trying to categorize non-nationalist parties in Bosnia. These parties offer an alternative vision in which 

ethnic division would be overcome by a strong focus on individual rights and the treatment of everyone 

as a “citizen” rather than a member of their ethnic group. The key difference between both parties 

became obvious between 2012 and 2014. While NS avoided any discussion on ethnic issues and instead 

focused on policies such as unemployment, local government and corruption, the SDP tried to compete 
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with nationalist parties in their bid to secure a stronger Bosniak vote. By doing so, it alienated a lot of 

its voters, the party split in two (with the creation of the DF), and the SDP lost substantial support in 

the 2014 elections.  Taken together, total support for SDP and DF is similar to SDP support in prior 

years. This turn in SDP policy was a direct result of its participation in government, after the 2010 

elections. After its success in the elections for the central state level and the FBiH House of 

Representatives, it joined several coalition governments, working together with nationalist parties 

including the SDA and the SNSD. As a result, the party was unable to push for its agenda as reforms 

are notoriously difficult in Bosnia due to the deeply entrenched ethnic divisions in the political 

institutions. In a bid to increase its vote share amongst Bosniaks, the then party leader Zlatko 

Lagumdžija pushed for a stronger focus on Bosniak interests, while at the same time agreeing to several 

unpopular reforms in the media and justice sector together with SNSD. This, however, alienated many 

voters who saw the SDP as an alternative to these nationalist parties, and the result was not only the 

electoral support for DF, but also substantial losses for the SDP in the 2014 elections. In the 2018 

elections, the party was able to somewhat recover, because it profited from the DF’s disastrous decision 

to join the FBiH governing coalition after the elections in 2014, only to leave the coalition again after 

less than 100 days. This indecisiveness, and the inability of DF to stick to its electoral promises and 

tackle the major problems in the system explain the above-mentioned reduction in support for the party, 

and the increased vote share for the SDP (and NS) in the 2018 elections.  

Neither Naša Stranka nor SDP are classic anti-regime parties, which “wish to change the regime 

and do not accept the norms and structures of authority of the current regime”.53 While they have a 

different vision for the future of Bosnia, they accept the current system, they participate in regular 

elections and hope to change the system through formal means, i.e. constitutional reform. This, 

however, explains that while they are able to challenge nationalist parties in elections (at least in the 

FBiH, and at times also in the central institutions), they will always loose out when joining governing 

coalitions, because they accept rules that are designed for nationalist parties, and parties with agendas 

representing only one group in Bosnia. The inability of policy changes and the failure of wider reforms 

to the political structure mean that non-nationalist parties might enjoy electoral success, due to their 

support from moderate Bosniak voters, but they will always be punished much more harshly by voters 

when joining coalition governments. Their programme focuses on a fundamental reform of Bosnia, and 

even moderate successes towards achieving this have proven futile in the past. 

 

<<Figure  1 and 2 about here>> 

 

 The main reason why these parties exist in the first place is because there is electoral support 

for an alternative vision of Bosnia. Above in Figures 1 and 2 is an overview of the support for non-

nationalist parties in recent years, which highlights that their support is relatively consistent, and that 

they mainly compete with each other, and at times, with Bosniak nationalist parties.   
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In addition to these reasons for the existence of these two parties, others can be highlighted as 

well. For example, Bosnia’s Communist legacy, the fact that the country had the highest number of 

inter-ethnic marriages in the former Yugoslavia and the dissatisfaction with nationalist parties have also 

benefitted these parties (especially in the 2010 elections, as seen in Figure 1). What is more, as argued 

above, voters seem to “jump” between nationalist and non-nationalist parties across different levels of 

elections (Canton vs. Entity elections, for example) while there has been steady support for non-

nationalist parties as a group (see Figure 2), even as the fortunes of individual parties have waxed and 

waned. This highlights that voter volatility might be important to consider in the Bosnian case – which 

might raise further questions about how important ethnic identities actually are in electoral choices in 

deeply divided societies such as Bosnia.  

 

 

Programmatically, there is little difference between Naša Stranka and SDP. If one would apply Western 

party system-categories to these parties, the SDP would be a traditional social democratic party, while 

Naša Stranka could be considered a left-leaning Green party, although with less focus on environmental 

issues and a stronger profile on human rights. However, in an ethnically divided system like the one in 

Bosnia, these categories do not help very much in explaining the positioning of certain parties, as the 

left-right spectrum is unable to catch the political essence of major parties in divided post-conflict 

societies. Both parties support a vision of Bosnia, which focuses on human and individual rights, and 

in which people enjoy equality through the status of citizens rather than as members of different ethnic 

groups. Yet, as in many other post-Communist countries, Bosnia, too is characterized by “issues on 

which all parties declare the same objective but dispute each other’s competence in achieving the 

desired policy”.54  

 

Conclusion   

 

Our research started with the question: “In a post-war society that remains deeply divided, and in which 

electoral and institutional provisions favour nationalist exclusive parties, how do non-nationalist parties 

place themselves ideologically relative to nationalist parties, how do they perform in elections and why 

have they been unable to change the system despite numerous participations in government?” 

 What we have demonstrated in the discussion above is that non-nationalist parties exist, 

because there is electoral support for their policy proposals and their vision of a Bosnia which is not 

characterized by ethnic division but in which everyone enjoys equal rights. The political motivation of 

these parties arises from their electoral support and their willingness to change the current system, which 

they see as discriminatory and backwards. Yet, they have been unable to instigate major reforms, despite 

the fact that some non-nationalist parties (SDP and DF) have been part of several governing coalitions 

at entity and central state level.  This is a novelty of the Bosnian political and electoral system – while 
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non-nationalist parties can electorally compete and challenge nationalist parties, they are unable to use 

their electoral support in order to push for substantial changes to the system, even when they are major 

players in the governing coalition. The reason for this is Bosnia’s strict power-sharing system, which 

requires agreement amongst a number of parties, including nationalist ones, and in which reforms and 

wider structural changes have become almost impossible.55    

 Our discussion above comes to three main conclusions. First, despite the strong focus on ethnic 

power-sharing and strict electoral rules that favour nationalist parties, there is a surprising large support 

for non-nationalist, multiethnic parties in Bosnia. This raises new questions for the theoretical 

discussion on institutional design in post-conflict societies and the strict distinction between Lijphart’s 

consociational model and the centripetal approach favoured by Horowitz and Reilly. As our discussion 

in the case of Bosnia has demonstrated, the strict distinction might not be appropriate, at least when 

analysing the party system – and this raises a number of further theoretical questions, for example can 

mixed models of power-sharing be used to address different post-conflict societies; or to what extent 

can a post-war society change from the consociational model to more integrative elements in the 

political system, and what role do voters (and voting incentives) play in this? It may be that there is 

sufficient demand for non-nationalist parties that even a moderate rollback of the consociational nature 

of the system could produce significant results. Second, we found that non-nationalist parties in Bosnia, 

while having accepted the rules of the game, nevertheless present a vision for Bosnia that is detrimental 

to the demands of nationalist parties. The non-nationalist parties do not function as a bridge between 

ethnic groups for the purpose of compromise, rather, their programmes reveal a challenge to the overall 

shape of politics in Bosnia. Therefore, despite taking the form of the parties encouraged by Horowitz 

and Reilly, they are not fulfilling the function foreseen by the centripetalist approach. Yet, the 

institutional provisions beyond electoral rules have made it impossible for non-nationalist parties to 

influence any changes to the system that they challenge. So while they might be successful electorally, 

they are unable to influence policy or major structural changes, because they are caught within the 

provisions of a power-sharing system that is designed for nationalist parties.  

Indeed, looking at party dynamics and the role of non-nationalist parties in Bosnia, there 

remains a clear lack of strategy. Neither Naša Stranka, nor SDP could tell us how they will achieve their 

overall aims within the current system, instead pointing towards the need for long-term change, that 

might start at a local level. Yet, Bosnia has seen constitutional reform debates since 2004, and there has 

been literally no progress since. It remains to be seen how SDP and Naša Stranka can push for their 

visions, in a system that has been mainly characterized by stalemate.   
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