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I. Introduction

 
 The institutions of the international community (IC)1 that were placed in charge of 

implementing the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) have been engaged in the 

formidable task of forging a strategy to democratize  Bosnia. Given that setbacks, such 

as low refugee and displaced person returns, have dampened the initial euphoria 

surrounding  this strategy, the IC looks to have taken on the role of Sisyphus, the 

mythical hero who was condemned to spend his days rolling a rock to the top of a hill, 

only to see the rock roll back down to the bottom.  Immersed in a contemporary 

Sisyphean tale of seemingly futile and hopeless country-building in a post-conflict 

environment, the IC is determined to overcome the conditions and forces that make their 

project seem absurd.  

 Why is the “experiment” in state-making and democracy-building such a daunting 

task for the IC and for those Bosnians who are partners in this project? If Antony Flew is 

correct in reasserting the claim that there is both a contingent and necessary relationship 

between competitive economic arrangements and a democratic politic wrapped in 

freedom, then perhaps making the difficult transition from a socialist economic system to 

a capitalist one can be partly to blame for the slow pace of democratic reform in Bosnia.2  

Economic reforms and expansion of freedoms will improve the quality of material life of 

many Bosnians, and it may also lead them to become active partners in democracy-

building.3 Yet none of this offers a sufficient explanation or a comprehensive remedy for 

the difficulties that the IC faces in its promotion of democratization.  

 The problems at the institutional level deserve the consideration that they have 

received and continue to receive, but theorists and practitioners alike have paid 
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insufficient attention to explaining the importance of issues that arise at the personal and 

interpersonal level. One recent exception is the work of Sumantra Bose. Bose places the 

nationalist fervor and disenchantment of Bosnians against the powers of liberal 

internationalism exhibited by the IC’s strong interventionism.4 It is a dynamic 

relationship, one in which the identities, actions, and interactions of the various parties 

can adversely affect one another. As he sees it, the problem is between the Bosnians 

and the representatives of the IC. The leaders of the three Bosnian national groups and 

the IC, however, have pointed their fingers at everyone except themselves.   

 In this paper I explore, first, the notion of personal and group identity in terms of 

ethnicity and nationalism, and the pathology that ethnic nationalism poses to 

democratization in Bosnia. Second, I discuss the pedagogy of forging humane 

democracies in light of the IC’s liberal internationalism, including the top-down 

institutional reform and the bottom-up development at the personal and interpersonal 

level. I also integrate insights from the literature on identity, trust, nationalism, and 

democratization, and suggest that intercultural education be used for broadening how 

Bosnians and representatives of the IC understand each other.   

II.  Identity, Ethnic Nationalism, and Democratization in Bosnia 

It is not difficult to understand why representatives of the IC as well as members of 

the Bosnian community, well-intentioned or otherwise, see the democratization project 

as meeting solid resistance by groups of individuals who are passionate about their 

nationalist leanings.  The rhetoric, the slogans, the symbolism that create tension and 

that often incite violence between members of different ethnic groups are the most 

noticeable signs of obstructionism. When rhetoric and action are instantiated in ethnic 

political parties, the result is an increasing rate of fragmentation that strengthens 

peoples’ ties with their own ethnic groupings rather than with the society as a whole.5 If 

democracy is ever to take hold in Bosnia, a strong sense of trust must exist between 
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individuals of the different ethnic groups, for it is only through sufficient trust that people 

will choose cohesiveness, inclusiveness, and fraternity rather than noncohesiveness, 

exclusiveness, and animosity.6 By defining “trust” inter-ethnically “as one’s belief that 

ethnic others on average have sufficient commitment to peace and coexistence,” it 

becomes clear that trust is certainly an important feature of democratization in a multi-

ethnic and post-conflict country like Bosnia.7 For Bosnians to reach popular sovereignty, 

more and more of them must view the ethnic Other as friend rather than foe. Given that 

trust is highly interpersonal, the groundwork for such change must be forged by altering 

how the notions of identity, ethnic nationalism, and democratization are configured in our 

conceptual framework.  

 When we talk about personal identity, we are talking about the identity of 

persons, that is, human beings.8 Although humans are similar to animals insofar as they 

both exercise a “minimal” agency or activity that creates the means by which to satisfy 

their desires and to accomplish their ends, humans differ from animals insofar as they 

are beings of praxis.  Paulo Freire describes this distinction as follows: 

Animals do not consider the world; they are immersed in it. In contrast, 
men emerge from the world, objectify it, and in so doing can understand it 
and transform it with their labor. 
 But men’s activity consists of action and reflection: it is praxis; it is 
transformation of the world. And as praxis, it requires theory to illuminate 
it. Men’s activity is theory and practice; it is reflection and action.9  

 

Human beings, thus, have agency in a “maximal” sense insofar as they  “understand and 

transform” the world rather than simply being active in it.  

Furthermore, personal identity involves “self-interpretation.” According to  

Charles Taylor, “human beings are self-interpreting subject.” 10 To make sense of the 

claim that humans are “world transformers,” we need to acknowledge that our desires 

and ends are those of subjects who are connected with the world in which they live. To 

understand the world and to engage in this transformational process, we must 
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understand ourselves in terms of personally selected means and ends.  Part of a 

person’s identity is precisely the understanding that he has of himself.   

 This understanding, however, must take into account the fact that the world is 

inhabited by other world transformers. Consequently, others play a significant role in 

identity formation. The psychoanalyst R.D. Laing explains this point in the following way: 

Even an account of one person cannot afford to forget that each person is 
always acting upon others and acted upon by others. The others are 
there also. No one acts or experiences in a vacuum. The person whom 
we describe, and over whom we theorize, is not the only agent in his 
‘world’. How he perceives and acts towards the others, how they perceive 
and act towards him, how he perceives them as perceiving him, how they 
perceive him as perceiving them, are all aspects of ‘the situation’…. All 
‘identities’ require an other: some other in and through a relationship with 
whom self-identity is actualized.11 

 

Taylor also emphasizes this need for others: 

My discovering my own identity doesn’t mean that I work it out of 
isolation, but that I negotiate it through dialogue, partly overt, partly 
internal, with others…My own identity crucially depends on my dialogical 
relations with others. 12

 

A fact that supports the importance of the Other for self-identity is that people are 

intense social beings, who have a desire for recognition and affirmation that is as 

important for human survival as food, clothing, and shelter.13 As the political philosopher 

Isaiah Berlin indicates: 

It is not only that my material life depends upon interaction with other 
men, or that I am what I am as a result of social forces, but that some, 
perhaps all, of my ideas about myself, in particular my sense of my own 
moral and social identity, are intelligible only in terms of the social 
network in which I am…an element…. The lack of freedom about which 
men or groups complain amounts, as often as not, to the lack of proper 
recognition….14

 

Framed in these terms, the role that others play in identity formation is of the utmost 

importance. 
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The fact that an individual acquires an identity as he understands and transforms 

the world and that a person’s identity is formed in the presence of the Other, may 

suggest that personal identities are determined by the world, as well as by an 

individual’s facticity and social relations. This explanation, however, fails to capture the 

true complexity of personal identity in three ways.  

 First, each individual does not simply have an identity, but rather possesses a 

multitude of identities, each of which may be invoked privately and/or publicly as the 

dominant one in any given situation. Take, for instance, a young woman in her 20s. She 

is not simply female, but someone who possesses other identities that may include 

being a university student and a poet. Depending on the situation, she  may not choose 

to use her female identity to her advantage, but may instead highlight the fact that she is 

a poet. These are just a few of the selves of the greater “plurality of selves” that she can 

manifest.       

 Second, how an individual typically relates to other persons is not simply as one 

individual to another, though that is sometimes the case, but as a member of a particular 

group that is said to be defined by a single dominant property or by a cluster of dominant 

properties to another member of that same group or to a member of another group that 

is said to be defined by a different dominant property or cluster of properties.  For 

instance, some of us may identify ourselves as members of groups that are defined in 

certain ways and that go by labels like “men,” “women,” “adolescents,” “elderly,”  

“Bosniak,” “Croat,” or “Serb.” These gender, age, and ethno-national labels are often at 

work in much of our speaking and writing, and are sometimes evidenced in what is 

called the “politics of difference.”  

 Relating personal identity to social group differentiation in essential or  relational 

terms does raise difficult issues.  Iris Marion Young has examined some of these 

problems as they pertain to the “string of beads” theory of identity.15 According to this 
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view, a group is defined in terms of a set of essential properties that constitute its identity 

as a group. Consequently, a person who is said to belong to a particular ethnic group 

does so because that individual possesses the necessary properties. Of course, to begin 

to identify that ethnic group requires that we have in mind the essential properties that 

are associated with being a member of that group. However, given that ethnic groups 

are more or less discrete and are groups that are aware of and in contact with members 

of other ethnic groups, group identities need to be defined in relation to members of 

other groups.16 So to identity the group referred to as Bosniaks means not only 

enumerating the essential properties of being Bosniak, such as language, custom, or 

religion, but also being able to enumerate the essential properties of being Croat and 

Serb.  

There are further problems that are ontological as well as political. As Young so 

astutely notes, (1) experience informs us that sometimes persons who do not possess 

the necessary properties of a particular group are nevertheless identified as such by 

others or identity themselves with the group; (2) persons sometimes deny that the 

possession of the essential properties of a particular group are significant for their 

identity; (3) even though individuals have the properties that it takes to be members of a 

group, this does not mean that they all have similar interests and agree on the means to 

promote their interests; and (4) the essentialist view does not acknowledge that each of 

us has a plurality of selves, which in this context means that social groups cut across 

other social groups (e.g., the group “Bosniak” is differentiated in terms of gender and 

party affiliation).17 In addition, a rigid conceptualization of social group differentiation 

creates a political difficulty insofar as differences are emphasized and similarities made 

irrelevant or dismissed, thereby encouraging a politics of difference, which creates and 

sustains conflict and parochialism.18  
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 Third, personal identity is self-created rather than determined by the world, by a 

person’s facticity, and/or by one’s social relations. The fact that the world has a physical 

dimension that imposes certain constraints and allows for certain possibilities should not 

be overlooked. The fact that there are landmines in pastures, for instance, does pose a 

problem to farmers and their families, as well as  those urban dwellers who rely on 

farmers for their food. Yet even these features do not so much determine as influence 

peoples’ identities because people choose not only the meaning that they bestow on the 

fact that that there are landmines but also how they will relate to such a threat.  

Similarly, a person’s facticity and group membership are not relations of identity, 

if identity is understood as that which is determined by one’s facticity or group 

membership.19 A person’s facticity, such as age and gender, reflects a set of constraints 

and possibilities, but persons choose what their age means to them, e.g., whether they 

are proud of being in their twilight years and look forward to diminished responsibilities 

or fearful that others will take advantage of them and so seek less and less contact with 

those who are younger.20 Likewise,  a person’s relation to a particular group is not one of 

identity because persons create their own identity, though not under conditions that they 

choose themselves. We are all born into a situation—“thrown into the world” of history, 

meaning, relationships, and things—but we are agents, meaning that we take those 

constraints and possibilities that condition our lives to a certain extent and make 

something of them in our own way.21  

 Others who discuss identity have also captured this view, although in slightly 

different terms. Jonathan Glover refers to it is as “self-creation,” i.e., identity understood 

qua artifact rather than qua given. Such a process of self-creation is in some ways 

similar to how a novelist tells a coherent story about a character of his.22  A character 

moves through the novel working through a set of constraints and possibilities. Likewise, 
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the “story we create about ourselves, partly by what we do and partly by how we edit 

and narrate the story of our past, is central to our sense of our own identity.”23

  The explanatory power and moral significance of persons creating their own 

identities also arises in how Nenad Miscevic distinguishes “the mere brute fact” of being 

born into a particular ethno-national group from the “endorsed” identity.24  Although 

Miscevic has argued well against the claim that a national identity is necessary for 

personal identity, it remains true that national or ethnic identity is an important part of 

many peoples’ “plurality of selves.”25  

The distinction is an important one because even though a person who speaks 

Serbo-Croatian and uses the Cyrillic alphabet may be identified by members of the 

Bosniak community as a Serb, he may nevertheless be unaware of his Serb belonging. 

The fact that a person is born into a Serb household is an important causal factor in 

conditioning that person to acquire Serb ethnicity, though it in no way signals proof of 

identity until that person “endorses” it. In this act of endorsement, a person “identifies” 

with an ethnic, cultural, or national community, which need not be “factual.” A Croat 

orphan raised as a Serb by a Serb family, completely unaware of his factual ethnic 

belonging, can identify with being a Serb, although he is not one in the brute-factual 

sense.26  

 To identity with nationality N means not only that one ascribes N to oneself, i.e., 

believes that he is a member of that national or ethnic community, but that this 

endorsement is taken to be an effective force in one’s character. It helps to explain why 

the person does the sorts of things that come naturally to him. There is a certain causal 

efficacy to the feature that he has identified with.27   

 In addition to this cognitive component of identification, there is a conative 

component. When nationality is seen as a positive force in one’s life, the person 

develops deep emotional ties with the nationality and “cares” about its preservation. This 
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caring for one’s nationality becomes quite evident when a person’s nationality comes 

under attack from members of another ethno-national community, an attack that is often 

taken to be an attack against his person because of the strength of this identification.  

 Some persons do not give much significance to their ethnic belonging. A person 

born in Herzegovina of Croat parentage who speaks Serbo-Croatian may primarily 

identity himself as an entrepreneur or a Bosnian rather than as a Croat. In this case, 

Croat ethnicity is considered not to be particularly relevant to why he acts in the way that 

he does.28 Moreover, ethnic identification is situational  insofar as a person can behave 

as an ethnic Croat in some situations and as a Bosnian in others.29 What is important is 

that a person does not reduce his plurality of selves so that his endorsed ethnic 

nationalist identity becomes the dominant feature of his personal identity. When such a 

reduction and substitution do occur, the person can best be characterized as a 

“nationalist.” It is the nationalist who exaggerates the value of his ethnic national 

belonging so that ethnicity becomes the main support of his identity.30  

 The ideology of ethnic nationalism arises when there is a collective shift of 

identity.31 Croatian, Serbian, and Bosniak nationalism are all obstructionist to a genuine 

democracy and an open society. This occurs through the generation of xenophobia and 

ethnic chauvinism, which threaten a country’s stability by “transforming those who are of 

the ‘wrong’ identity into second-class citizens, contrary to the notion of rights and 

liberties understood within a democratic framework.”32 Cultural markers are deployed to 

differentiate the primary or dominant group from others groups, which are taken to be 

culturally inferior.33 Certain differences become more pronounced, leading to 

marginalization, ostracism, and cultural absolutism.34  Instead of  granting others the full 

respect that they deserve, ethnic nationalism de-legitimizes the thinking of members of 

other ethnic groups. Results such as these work against  democraticization because 

democracy requires a high degree of interaction and cohesiveness, which in turn is 
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dependent on mutual trust among members of the different ethnic groups. Similarly, the 

creation of an open society is hampered because the divisiveness of ethnic nationalism 

undercuts the free association of individuals who respect one another’s rights within a 

legal framework.35   

 Given the difficulties that ethnic nationalism poses to democratization in countries 

with a multi-ethnic population, it was long held that democratization  would be difficult, if 

not impossible, to sustain in these countries. Bosnia was taken to be no exception.36  

However, Bose and others have challenged this view by considering a consociational 

form of democracy rather than a majoritarian form and by reconsidering how identities 

are understood.37  Although the first of these points is somewhat beyond the scope of 

this paper, it must be noted that even Bose acknowledges the difficulties of a 

consociational democracy, which is based on equality and power-sharing between 

different groups via their representative elites  when it is implemented in deeply divided 

societies like Bosnia. As Bose notes, consociationalism excludes the recognition of 

some collective identities and institutionalizes such exclusion, as well as relies on elite 

representatives of the communities, thus promoting vested interests under the guise of 

group interests.38 In the end, however, Bose seems to acknowledge that 

consociationalism may be the best framework for bringing about a democratic Bosnia.39 

More important for this paper, however, is the issue of identity. 

 According to Bose, scholars of nationalism and nationality identity have moved 

away from the essentialist view of identity and have adopted a constructionist view 

similar to the one offered in this paper.40 This alternative  is a realistic view of ethno-

national group identities that allows us to “make such identities compatible with 

democracy in a multi-ethnic framework.”41 The notion of a “plurality of selves” and the 

possibility of influencing a person to select as his/her dominant political identity the 

identity of being a Bosnian rather than choosing his/her endorsed ethno-national identity 
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can aid in creating the conditions of trust so important for the creation and maintenance 

of an open and democratic society.   

III. Pedagogy of Forging Humane Democracies in the Balkans

  The debate over how the IC should intervene in Bosnia appears to have been 

decided upon with the drafting of the Dayton Peace Agreement. Guided by a vision of 

liberal internationalism and its emphasis on individual autonomy and rights, the IC has 

settled into Bosnia determined to democratize that former Yugoslav republic. 

Recognizing it would face obstructionism by ethnic nationalists from each segment of 

Bosnia’s multiethnic population, the IC began its “grand experiment” in democratization 

as a comprehensive set of peace-building activities ranging from top-down international 

regulation of elections, institutional development, and economic management to the 

bottom-up development of political culture through civil society-building.  

Over the past few years, however, the IC has intensified its engagement by 

increasing its powers, particularly through the Office of the High Representative (OHR).42 

This is understandable, given the divisiveness and polarization that is created by 

nationalists of all kinds. The OHR, through dismissing elected and appointed officials 

and imposing policies on institutions that cannot function effectively, has sought to 

exercise its own brand of democracy on Bosnia and Herzegovina. This strategy follows a 

logic inherent within democracy: given that democracies need strong cohesion around a 

common political identity, if there are local representatives who promote ethnic 

nationalism and who engage in the politics of difference, then national unity must be built 

by excluding those who cannot or will not adapt to the identity that is indicative of the 

most inclusive political community and that can serve as a rallying point for national 

unity.43 In the case of Bosnia, then, the IC must lead the populace to “the promised land” 

by eliminating from the scene those elements of Bosnian  politics that are obstructionist 

to a wider “Bosnian” identity.  
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As several elections have shown, however, the vast majority of eligible voters of 

Bosnia have not rejected nationalist candidates, and have, in effect dismissed the IC’s 

coercive tactics and its message for a moderate politics.44 Bose explains it this way: 

  The contentious, indeed adversarial relationship between 
the international community and much of Bosnia’s political 
spectrum is therefore, actually, also a contentious and adversarial 
relationship between the international community and vast 
segments of the Bosnian electorate.45

 

In short, the IC and its liberal internationalism has been unable to save the Bosnians 

from themselves.  

Bose is correct to question the feasibility of creating something resembling a 

market democracy in Bosnia if the IC persists in more of the same strategy. All of the 

top-down reforms, all of the dismantling and rebuilding of institutions, will not be able to 

sustain democracy without a similar determination to work on the personal and 

interpersonal level. This is because (1) a crucial aspect of democratization in Bosnia 

deals with the fostering of mutual trust and the promoting of non-nationalist identities at 

least as far as the political arena is concerned, and  (2) identities are not brute-facts 

given by the IC but endorsed, created, and choosen by individuals in response to 

themselves and to their surroundings. The pedagogy that must be employed is one that 

prompts individuals to seriously consider identities that stem from recognizing the 

commonalities between “human” beings. Perhaps we can get closer to this recognition 

by adopting intercultural education as a way to “liberate us from received opinion, the 

sort of opinion that often divides us along certain ethnic, racial, and religious 

categories.”46  

The process of identity formation must be promoted in a way that allows people 

to recognize that the perspective of the Other is often as deserving of respect as is their 

own. Learning about other cultures allows people “to see themselves in the Other,” 
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thereby allowing them to emphathize with the Other and  act in a civically responsible 

way toward them.  Increasing people’s contact with narratives from different ethnic, 

racial, and religious groups promotes a certain vision and feeling of how the world is 

through the eyes of the Other, whether the Other is Bosniak, Serb, Croat, or a member 

of the IC. Intercultural education  not only involves an exchange of views, but also 

creates “dialogue,” i.e., a “process of genuine interaction through which human beings 

listen to each other deeply enough to be changed by what they learn.”47  

In Bosnia, as elsewhere, conflictual relationships change over time because 

people think, feel and act differently when they have replaced the “us and them” 

relationship with a “we” relationship. There are an incorporation of others’ views, 

enlargement of perspectives, and changes in how people interact with one another. As a 

result, mutual trust that is created between each of the ethnic groups in Bosnia and 

between them and the IC will allow democratization to proceed more smoothly.  

IV. Conclusion 

Although there is no single way to bring about democratization in Bosnia, a 

reliance on institution-building will likely lead to more paralysis and deviciveness. 

Expressions of solidarity, friendship, and citizenship within multi-ethnic Bosnia must be 

nurtured through whatever means possible. One way to achieve this goal is by rethinking 

how identity, trust, and ethnic nationalism relate to democratization in a deeply divided  

Bosnia. 
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