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To Iris and to all children of mixed marriages in divided socities: let your superordinate 

identity and your enthusiasm be the strongest instruments to promote inclusiveness and 

deliberative talks across divisions, against prejudices and hatred. 
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Introduction 

 
 

 

In the aftermath of any civil war, reconstructing inter-ethnic trust and 

dialogue across the division lines in order to rebuild a common citizenship 

represents the most serious challenge for peace-builders. While the adoption of 

power sharing formulas at the institutional level may help, nevertheless, 

institutions alone, cannot help much, if there are not changes in attitudes and 

behaviours at societal and inter-group level. In this sense, in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, although violenc stopped after the Dayton Accord, the ethnic 

conflict has not yet run out of its destabilizing potential. 

The relevance of ethno-mobilization as a potential destabilizing factor in 

internal and international politics and the pervasiveness of ethnicity within 

contemporary civil wars world-wide, induced many scholars of different 

disciplines, from history to political science, from anthropology to sociology and 

social psychology, to dedicate their work to develop different approaches for 

understanding ethnic-conflict. Ways are proposed to prevent such conflicts and 

to find solutions that they do not occur again. My dissertation fits in the same 

branch of research, and intends to focus on the role of deliberation in ethnic 

conflict management, taking Bosnia-Herzegovina, and specifically the mixed 

community of war-torn town of Srebrenica, as a case study. Focusing my 

research on possible strategies for ethnic conflict settlement does not require 

further justification, given the moral and scientific interest universally shared to 

find answers to put an end to human suffering, in particular violations of human 

rights and minority rights. Ethnic conflicts also have economic costs that are 

often considerable. 

Political science approaches to conflict management in divided societies 

have their traditional roots in Arend Lijphart’s work on consociationalism and 
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power sharing formulas for granting stability to deeply divided societies1. 

However, if a political culture aimed at accommodating conflicting requests 

among political leaders and across society at large does not exist, institutions per 

se will not solve the problems. On the contrary, power sharing institutions may 

freeze or even worsen inter-group separation2. Adis Merdžanović has made this 

argument in a particularly forceful way for Bosnia and Herzegovina. For him, 

power sharing institutions are not the solution but the problem for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina3. Deliberative scholars have only relatively recently started to deal 

with conflict management in deeply divided societies4. Nevertheless, the 

literature is already rich in claims and intuitions about the possible role that 

deliberative practices may play in conflict mitigation within deeply divided 

societies5. For instance, within the deliberative field, some scholars have argued 

that deliberative participation in policy-making practices may help, if a super-

ordinate goal has been established, to create transversal alliances among 

citizens of deeply divided societies, generating a feeling of attachment to the 

very deliberative practice that might help, in the long run, to overcome divisions6. 

Moreover, by multiplying occasions of positive inter-group contact, the way might 

                                                 
1 Arend Lijphart, The Politics of Accommodation. Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands, 
Berkeley, University of California Press, 1968; Arend Lijphart, Le democrazie contemporanee, Il 
Mulino, Bologna, 2001. 
2 For a review on various criticisms against possible pitfalls of consociational mechanisms 
applied in deeply divided societies, see Ian O’ Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided 
Societies, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2006, ss. pp. 149-161. For specific problems of the 
consociational model applied to Bosnia and Herzegovina, see Florian Bieber, “Power Sharing, 
Political Representation and Group Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina”, in Florian Bieber, 
Carsten Wieland (Eds), Facing the Past, Facing the Future: Confronting Ethnicity and Conflict in 
Bosnia and Former Yugoslavia, Longo Ed., Ravenna, 2005, pp. 151-161; Florian Bieber, Post-
War Bosnia. Ethnicity, Inequality and Public Sector Governance, Housemills, UNRISD/Palgrave, 
2006. 
3 Adis Merdžanović, Democracy by Decree: Prospects and Limits of Imposed Consociational 
Democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina,  Stuttgart: ibidem Verlag, 2015. See also its the review 
by Jürg Steiner in Swiss Political Science Review, Vol. 22, Issue 2, June 2016.  
4 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., 2006, p. 162. 
5 Among the others: John S. Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies: Alternatives 
to Agonism and Analgesia”, in Political Theory, n. 33, 2005, pp. 218-242; Ian O’ Flynn, 
Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit.; Lawrence Susskind, Sara McKearnan, 
The Consensus-Building Handbook, Sage Ed., Thousand oaks, California, 1999; Bora Kanra, 
“Islam, Democracy and Dialogue: The Case of Turkey”, in Government and Opposition, Vol. 40, 
n. 4, 2005, pp. 515-540; John S. Dryzek, Simon Niemeyer, “Reconciling Pluralism and 
Consensus as Political Ideals”, in American Journal of Political Science, n. 50/2006, pp. 634-649.  
6 Cfr. particularly Ian O’ Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit. 
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be paved for removing prejudices and inter-group conflict, according to the 

social-psychological approach of “Contact Hypothesis”7, stating that inter-group 

contact under the right circumstances may lead to remove negative prejudices 

and foster conflict reduction. Behind the contact hypothesis there is a premise, 

indeed, under which conflicts erupt and perpetuate throughout the lack of inter-

group dialogue8. 

Nevertheless the optimist attractiveness of perspectives described by 

deliberative democrats, the lack of empirical investigation on the field has so far 

precluded any empirical confirmation of the role deliberative practices may play 

in conflict reduction within deeply divided societies. 

Given the difficulties of consociational institutional models to promote by 

itself ethnic conflict transformation and reconciliation, especially at the grass root 

level of a society torn by severe wars and hatred, I intend to verify whether 

deliberative practices may help ethnic conflict mitigation in a deeply divided 

society. Personal interests and involvement in Western Balkans for a long time 

inspired the selection of the case study of Bosnia and Herzegovina, a heart-

shaped and green diamond land in the middle of the Balkans. This is a country 

that counted the highest level of inter-ethnic tolerance during the ‘80s among 

former Yugoslav republics and autonomous provinces9 and that nevertheless 

was severely torn apart during the early 90’s by a violent civil war opposing all 

three Bosnian constituent groups (Muslims and Croats versus Serbs, but also 

Muslim versus Croats and Muslims versus Muslims, in certain phases of the 

                                                 
7 Originally developed within the Social Psychology field by Gordon W. Allport (G. W. Allport, The 
Nature of Prejudice, Addison-Wesley, New York, 1954) 
8Many social-psychologists recognize the lack of communication at the basis for escalation of 
conflict, since dialogue limited within the in-group contribute to harden position under a process 
called “group polarization”, that, like a mirror, characterizes also the out-group’s inner inter-
actions among its members. Cfr. Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, 
Psychology Press, Taylor & Francis Group, Hove and New York, 2007, pp. 492-493; Stefano 
Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, Il Mulino, 
Bologna, 2003, p. 189. Lack of dialogue for escalating and perpetuating the conflict has been 
stressed also by political scientists (Cfr. f.i. Jacques Sémelin, Purificare e Distruggere. Usi Politici 
dei Massacri e dei Genocidi, Ed. Einaudi, Torino, 2007) and scholars in the field of Peace 
Studies (cfr. Johan Galtung, Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means. The Transcend Method, 
United Nations Press, 2000). 
9 Duško Sekulić, Randy Hodson, Garth Massey, “War and Tolerance”, in Revija za Sociologiju, 
(Croatian Sociological Association Publ.), N. 33 (1/2), 2002. 
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conflict).10 Bosnia and Herzegovina was forced, in the aftermath of the conflict by 

the Dayton Peace Agreements, to adopt strong power sharing mechanisms 

assigning strong veto powers to each ethnic group which to a great extent 

seemed to contribute in freezing ethnic divisions, especially between the two 

constituent entities (Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republic of 

Srpska).11 It is a country defined as a “State without a Demos”12, often said able 

to survive day by day just because of the interferences of the International 

Community in its ordinary life13. 

Taking into consideration the relevant literature on ethnic conflict 

management, and particularly the socio-psychological approaches considering 

the lack of dialogue as the most responsible factor both for escalation of conflicts 

and for perpetuating ethnic divisions, with a special focus on “Contact 

Hypothesis” and the beneficial effects that inter-group contact may play under 

the right circumstances (among which equal status of groups, societal 

environment fostering conflict reduction, cooperation on super-ordinate goals)14, I 

intend to verify, through an experimental method (organizing dialogue meetings 

among random samples of citizens in war-torn town of Srebrenica, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina) whether the same right circumstances experienced as favoring 

conflict reduction under the Contact Hypothesis may help the quality of 

discourse, namely deliberation, in deeply divided societies. In other terms, I am 

interested in investigating whether a positive causal correlation exists between 

contact and deliberation. The quality of deliberation will be measured using an 

adapted index for Discourse Quality Index (DQI), developed within the 

deliberative field, indicating how far a given dialogical interaction is from ideal 

                                                 
10 Stefano Bianchini, La questione jugoslava, Giunti-Casterman Ed., Firenze, 1999, p. 164; 
Stefano Bianchini, Sarajevo, le radici dell’odio, Ed. Associate Editrice Internazionale, Roma, 
2003. 
11; Dario D’Urso, “L’insostenibile leggerezza della Bosnia –Erzegovina”, in I Quaderni Speciali di 
Limesplus – Rivista Italiana di Geopolitica – Kosovo, lo Stato delle Mafie, n. 6/2006, Gruppo 
Editoriale L’Espresso, Roma, 2006, p. 157; Florian Bieber, “Power Sharing, Political 
Representation and Group Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina”, op. cit. 
12 Azra Hromadžić, Samo Bosne nema, Biblioteka XX vek, Belgrade, 2017 
13 Dario D’Urso, “L’insostenibile leggerezza della Bosnia –Erzegovina”, op. cit., pp. 155-158. 
14 Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice, op. cit. 
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deliberation15, and representing a quantitative indicator of the “spirit of 

accommodation” existing among participants. In particular, I intend to measure 

the quality of discourse among citizens in Srebrenica which is severely divided 

between Serbs and Bošnjaks (Muslims). I will observe how the DQI may change 

with relation to people experiencing right or wrong “contact” premises. I also 

intend to investigate, through qualitative analysis, the “turning points” affecting 

the development of dialogue, with the aim of individuating which factors better 

explain the DQI performance during experiments. While under my first 

hypothesis the DQI will represent the dependent variable, under the second 

hypothesis I will consider the quality of dialogical interaction as antecedent for 

ethnic conflict settlement. Here I intend to investigate the effects of deliberation 

on indicators of ethnic conflict settlement, presuming the existence of a positive 

relation between deliberation and ethnic conflict mitigation. In other terms, I am 

interested in analyzing if and how good deliberation might serve as indicator for 

ethnic conflict settlement. The main aim of the research is investigating, through 

empirical analysis, what is the role of good deliberative dialogue in ethnic conflict 

management and in inter-group conflict mitigation, hopefully contributing to 

support some claims about the role deliberation might play in divided societies. 

I have done my experiments in the war-torn town of Srebrenica in 2010. 

What was the historical context at the time? Up to the civil war in the 1990’s, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina seemed to be characterized by quite harmonious 

relations among the three ethnic groups of Serbs, Croats and Bošnjaks 

(Muslims). When the Winter Olympics were held in Sarajevo in 1984, the city 

seemed a good example of how various ethnic groups could get along in a 

peaceful way. Indeed, a study carried out at the beginning of the 80’s by the 

Federal Institute for Social Research measured the quality of inter-ethnic 

relations in the Former Federal State of Yugoslavia and found out that Bosnia 

and Herzegovina was the most multi-ethnic and at the same time the most 

                                                 
15 Marco S. Steenbergen, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Jürg Steiner, “Measuring Political 
Deliberation: A Discourse Quality Index”, in Comparative European Politics, n. 1/2003, pp. 21-48; 
Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in 
Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, Cambridge University Press, 2004. 
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tolerant among the constituent Republics. Nevertheless, during the 1990’s, 

ethnic conflict erupted here even more severely and violently than in any other 

region of former Yugoslavia; fifteen years after the end of the civil war, when I did 

my experiments, the country remained severely divided and inter-ethnic 

reconciliation still appeared almost as a mirage16. Nor the current situation has 

changed: ethnic divisions remain crystalised, and ethnic conflict unmanaged. 

In July 1995 the mixed town of Srebrenica was shelled and occupied by 

the Army of Republic of Srpska (VSA) lead by Ratko Mladić, despite being 

declared a protected area by the United Nations. More than 7,000 people were 

killed, and the question wether or not it constituted a genocide still remains a 

crucial division line between Serbs and Bošnjaks17. 

The Dayton Agreements18, signed in 1995 by the governments of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Croatia and the - at that time survivor - Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia under the auspices of the International Community, marked the end 

of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, at the same time establishing a detailed 

framework for reconstructing the Bosnian State and consolidating it by the 

democratization process, developed under international supervision within a 

consociational institutional framework. The Office of the High Representative 

(HR) was created in order to monitor the regular implementation of the 

democratization agenda; the HR’s mandate, further strengthened in 1997, 

                                                 
16 Cfr. Florian Bieber, Post-War Bosnia. Ethnicity, Inequality and Public Sector Governance, 
Housemills, UNRISD/Palgrave, 2006. 
17 In 2015 a British-sponsored draft resolution, influenced by Bošnjak diaspora, was presented to 

the United Nations Security Council condemning the Srebrenica massacre of 1995 as a “crime of 
genocide”. Russia vetoed the resolution, but the issue contributed to harshen intergroup relations 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, threatening  the unity of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a single State 
(See Balkans Transitional Justice, Mladić Verdict Highlights Bosnia’s Ethnic Divisions, 
22/11/2017, at http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/mladic-verdict-highlights-bosnia-s-ethnic-
divisions-11-22-2017, last access on 5/3/2018). 
In November 2017, when Former military chief Ratko Mladić was convicted a  life sentence by 
the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia for genocide and crimes against 
humanity in relation also with Srebrenica massacre, Bosnian Serbs, including the current Mayor 
of Srebrenica, accused the Hague Tribunal of anti-Serb bias.  
18 General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Annexes, 
commonly referred to as “Dayton Agreements”; available at OSCE website, 
https://www.osce.org/bih/126173?download=true  (last access 5/3/2018). 

http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/mladic-verdict-highlights-bosnia-s-ethnic-divisions-11-22-2017
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/mladic-verdict-highlights-bosnia-s-ethnic-divisions-11-22-2017
https://www.osce.org/bih/126173?download=true


15 

 

envisaged strong powers aimed at influencing the political-institutional 

functioning of the State19.  

Far from fostering reconciliation, the Dayton Agreements established the 

principle of “ethnic separation” as a peace-making tool, hence offering an ex post 

legitimization to conflicting parties’ ethno-national policies and to their ethno-

territorial claims. Indeed, the main feature of the post war reconstruction in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has been the “institutionalization of ethnicity”, namely 

the promotion of ethnic groups’ representation as such within all public 

institutions20.  

The institutional post-war power-sharing design, consequently, paid the 

most careful attention to the territorial factor and to the ethnicization of the 

political and institutional mechanisms. In other words, the ethnicity was 

institutionalized in close connection with the territory, split into tentatively mono-

ethnic areas, and therefore seconding those claims reciprocally expressed by 

nationalists during the Dayton negotiations, and which were grounded on the 

assumption that the protection of each ethnic group was possible only and solely 

within the borders of a well-defined (ethnic) territory. This principle was basically 

acknowledged, and the post Dayton institutional design of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina stemmed essentially from that assumption21. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina was divided in two “Entities” constitutionally 

recognized: the Serbian “Srpska Republic”, administratively centralized, and the 

Croat-Muslim “Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina”, made up of ten different 

cantons (five majority Muslim cantons, three majority Croat cantons, two mixed 

                                                 
19 Cfr. Zoran Pajić, “Bosnia and Herzegovina: a Statehood Crossroads”, in Stefano Bianchini et 
al. (ed.), Regional Cooperation, Peace Enforcement and the Role of the Treaties in the Balkans, 
Longo Ed., Ravenna, 2007. 
20 Cfr. Florian Bieber, Institutionalizing Ethnicity in the Western Balkans. Managing Change in 
Deeply Divided Societies, European Centre for Minority Issues, ECMI Working Paper n. 19, 
Flensburg, February 2004. 
21 Cfr. Stefano Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso dell’efficienza 
istituzionale in Bosnia-Erzegovina, Paper IECOB (Istituto per l’Europa Centro Orientale e 
Balcanica), Forlì, 2005 
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cantons)22. Sarajevo became the capital city, housing the central institutions. The 

Brčko District, located within the Srpska Republic, was subjected to a particular 

regime of international administration. The constitution of the Bosnian State, 

attached to the Dayton Agreements, established the creation of different central 

governmental bodies and introduced several typically consociational/power 

sharing mechanisms. The complex power sharing system, organized according 

to ethnic criteria, involved all Bosnian central institutions23. A bicameral 

legislature was introduced, where the three so-called “constituent peoples”, 

Bosnians, Serbs and Croats, had to be equally represented in the Second 

Chamber; an analogous disposition was set for the Collegial Presidency as well, 

composed by one member for each ethnic group. Moreover, also the 

Government formation had to fulfil strict ethnic/power sharing requirements. 

Besides the ethnic representation criterion, the Constitution of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina invested each group with strong veto powers both within the 

Parliament and within the Presidency, listing the (few) competencies due to 

central institutions and leaving to the Entities full control over significant fields 

such as defence (and therefore Army), police, judiciary, education and culture24. 

At the same time, the Constitutions of each single Entity, negotiated before 

Dayton and not subjected to Peace Agreements’ regulations, had already 

introduced some consociational mechanisms. 

However, the power sharing system adopted at the State central level in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina quickly turned out to be completely inefficient, ending in 

the crystallization of ethnical divisions and in misusing groups’ veto powers until 

                                                 
22 Joseph Marko, Post-conflict Reconstruction through State and Nation-building: The Case of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, European Diversity and Autonomy Papers, EDAP 4/2005, available 
online at: http://www.eurac.edu/documents/edap/2005_edap04.pdf, last access 5/3/2018. 
23 With the sole exception of the Constitutional Court. Cfr. Joseph Marko, Post-conflict 
Reconstruction through State and Nation-building: The Case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, op. cit. 
24 Cfr. Joseph Marko, Post-conflict Reconstruction through State and Nation-building: The Case 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, op. cit. The reform of the police sector at the central level was for a 
long time one of the most contested issue across the ethnic cleavage, and the European 
Community put the inter-ethnic agreement on it as a necessary requirement for signing the 
Stabilization and Association Agreement with the European Community. After a long deadlock, 
the police reform was finally launched, even with residual problems, and the European 
Community signed the SAA with the Country in June 2008.  

http://www.eurac.edu/documents/edap/2005_edap04.pdf
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complete deadlock, preventing any kind of political decisions25. Beyond freezing 

the ethnic divisions and fostering decisional impasse, the extensive application of 

the ethnical-proportional criterion has generated a drastic deterioration of the 

quality of services in several fields, from security to health care, facilitating the 

spread of corruption and instilling a sense of resignation on people, which very 

often changed in distrust of democracy26, not to mention the multiplication of 

costs for each level of governance. 

Besides the deadlock of the political system, the process of 

homogenization and ethnic cleansing has gone on at the level of the individual 

Entities. Separate educational systems and curricula contributed to freeze inter-

group divisions, and the same effect was produced by policies adopted by each 

Entity on almost every field, hindering the free movement of goods, services and 

people27. Conservative and nationalist parties have consolidated their power, 

hampering transversal cooperation among different groups, while their 

centrifugal rhetoric continues to hinder reforms and proper functioning of 

institutions28. As a consequence, economic reconstruction has faced grave 

difficulties, and the transition from the self-managed socialism and war to market 

economy has gone on with severe delays. Only the international intrusion, 

through the High Representative, has avoided the disintegration of the State and 

the adoption of political decisions at the central level. The Constitutional Court, 

                                                 
25 On the inefficiency of the institutional design in post Dayton Bosnia, cfr. in particular David 
Chandler, Bosnia. Faking Democracy After Dayton,  2nd ed., Pluto Press UK, London, 2000, and 
Adis Merdžanović, Democracy by Decree: Prospects and Limits of Imposed Consociational 
Democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, op.cit. 
26 Stefano Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso dell’efficienza 
istituzionale in Bosnia-Erzegovina, op. cit. 
27 Cfr. Joseph Marko, Post-conflict Reconstruction through State and Nation-building: The Case 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, op. cit.  
28 Cfr. the official document of the European Commission about progresses made in 2008 by 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, at pp. 7-8: Commission of the European Communities, Commission 
Staff Working Document, Bosnia and Herzegovina 2008 Progress Report - accompanying the 
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council - Enlargement 
Strategy and Main Challenges 2008-2009 - COM2008-674 - Brussels, 05.11.2008, available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/press_corner/key-
documents/reports_nov_2008/bosnia_herzegovina_progress_report_en.pdf, last accessed 
5/3/2018 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/press_corner/key-documents/reports_nov_2008/bosnia_herzegovina_progress_report_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/press_corner/key-documents/reports_nov_2008/bosnia_herzegovina_progress_report_en.pdf
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as well, whose composition did not have to fulfil strict ethnic criteria, has 

contributed to counter-balance centrifugal tendencies29. 

Ethno-territorial division and the adoption of a coherent institutional power 

sharing design were supposed to act, at least in the aftermath of the end of civil 

war, as a guarantee against continuation of violence. On the other hand, 

hypothesizing a different approach in that context, namely an integrative one, 

was completely hopeless, given the level of mutual distrust and wariness among 

groups and the memory of atrocities of war.  

The International Community did not want to enforce the application of an 

integrative model, but neither did it want to encourage the principle of territorial 

homogenization as a guarantee for stability. As a result, a pure compromise was 

set up between the integrative and the assimilative option, and this compromise 

turned out to be as complex as inefficient. Bosnia and Herzegovina, today, is an 

internationally recognized State subject; but there are serious doubts to what 

extent it is also internally recognized, by its own citizens30. The majority of Serbs 

and Croats pursue strategies, which vary from a reluctantly accepted 

coexistence to dreams of concrete separation, while Muslims keep on perceiving 

the State as their own national design31.The nationalist parties are perpetually in 

power, the undemocratic and intrusive authority of the High Representative and 

the post-Dayton institutional design might be depicted as the vertexes of a 

Bermuda Triangle which has been swallowing up Bosnia and Herzegovina, her 

central institutions and her legitimacy32.The Bosnian institutional system, based 

on a strict ethnic rigidity, has frozen divisions preventing any contextual policy 

aimed at changing common people’s socio-psychological attitudes, severely 

hindering the reconstruction of dialogue across the borders of the ethnic 

cleavage.  

                                                 
29 Joseph Marko, Post-conflict Reconstruction through State and Nation-building: The Case of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, op. cit. 
30 Dario D’Urso, “L’insostenibile leggerezza della Bosnia –Erzegovina”, in I Quaderni Speciali di 
Limesplus – Rivista Italiana di Geopolitica – Kosovo, lo Stato delle Mafie, n. 6/2006, Gruppo 
Editoriale L’Espresso, Roma, 2006, p. 155. 
31 Ibidem, p. 157. 
32 Ibidem, p. 157. 
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Lack of consensus on the main features of state building, challenges to 

Dayton Agreements and inflammatory rhetoric continue to hamper the 

functioning of institutions and the launching of proper reforms33. 

Moreover, distrust of the State and widespread corruption34 have caused 

a further detachment between politics and citizens, compromising the possibility 

to foster a lively and plural civil society, able to create opportunities for inter-

ethnic dialogue and to promote change in strategies also at the political level, by 

voicing its opinions35.The citizens of Bosnia-Herzegovina generally lack a 

common sense of belonging, a “civic nationalism” towards the State and its 

institutions, and as a consequence the stability of the system is more or less 

constantly under threat. The segmental autonomy of purely institutional 

consociationalism has contributed to perpetuate divisions, entrenching and 

enhancing ethnic affiliation and identity. Moreover, nationalism continues to 

pervade the political environment, and it could be reasonable to argue that 

political leaders, who got their power because they represent a particular ethnic 

affiliation, are even interested to maintain divisions in order to keep their 

positions. The civil society lacks any power of influence on the decision making 

process, and its attempts to create transversal allegiances among citizens 

across the ethnic cleavage remain limited36, while education systems, schools 

and media, organised in three different systems, perpetuate separation and 

ethnic conflict37.  

If people are divided and political leaders are interested to keep up the 

conflict, there is poor room for ethnic conflict transformation and reconciliation, 

                                                 
33 Commission of the European Communities, Commission Staff Working Document, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 2008 Progress Report - accompanying the Communication from the Commission to 
the European Parliament and the Council - Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges 2008-
2009 - COM2008-674 - Brussels, 05.11.2008, op. cit., pp. 7 and ss. 
34 Commission of the European Communities, Commission Staff Working Document, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 2008 Progress Report - accompanying the Communication from the Commission to 
the European Parliament and the Council - Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges 2008-
2009 - COM2008-674 - Brussels, 05.11.2008, op. cit., pp. 14-15. 
35 Cfr. Stefano Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso dell’efficienza 
istituzionale in Bosnia-Erzegovina, op. cit. 
36 David Chandler, Bosnia. Faking Democracy after Dayton, op. cit., pp. 135-153. 
37 Stefano Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso dell’efficienza 
istituzionale in Bosnia-Erzegovina, op. cit.; Florian Bieber, Institutionalizing Ethnicity in the 
Western Balkans. Managing Change in Deeply Divided Societies, op. cit. 
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even within consociational arrangements. Institutions, alone, as has been 

demonstrated, is not enough. Even more so because they were externally 

imposed from the outside onto the local people, from which derives their most 

severe limit, namely the inability to consider that citizens are at the basis of 

democracy38. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, focusing only on institutions and 

political representation has produced highly detrimental effects on social inter-

ethnic relations; it should be imperative, therefore, to create new spaces for 

Bosnian citizens, to empower them for becoming new active subjects in the 

process of creation and sharing a common identity. The most important engine 

for change should start from within, from Bosnia and Herzegovina, and not from 

outside, although the support of the International Community in this process 

might remain desirable39. From this perspective, thinking that the ongoing State 

crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina could be settled and solved only through 

constitutional adjustments is illusory. The three Bosnian societies lack a sense of 

belonging to a common State, a sense of common identity transcending religious 

and ethnic cleavages, which necessarily constitutes the basis for a stable 

democratic State40. To come out of the nationalist nightmare and to give back the 

State to citizens, Bosnian people should be put at the core of debates on reforms 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, to discuss civil rights on secular and not ethnic 

bases and to allow institutions to become expression of citizens and not of ethnic 

groups anymore41. To start this process, it is of paramount importance to foster 

transversal dialogue among citizens, transcending ethnic divisions. Participation, 

therefore, remains the crucial point to re-start from, in order to create the basis 

for a positive elaboration of the conflict and for coming through divisions across 

Bosnian society, namely to develop a different political culture, a general “spirit of 

                                                 
38 Andrea Oskari Rossini, Davide Sighele, “La Bosnia dopo Dayton”, in I Quaderni Speciali di 
Limes – Rivista Italiana di geopolitica – I Balcani non sono lontani, n. 4/2005, Gruppo Editoriale 
L’espresso, Roma, 2005, p. 111. 
39 Florian Bieber, “Power Sharing, Political Representation and Group Rights in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina”, in Florian Bieber, Carsten Wieland (Eds), Facing the Past, Facing the Future: 
Confronting Ethnicity and Conflict in Bosnia and Former Yugoslavia, Longo Ed., Ravenna, 2005, 
p. 161. 
40 Zoran Pajić, “Bosnia and Herzegovina: a Statehood Crossroads”, op. cit., p. 91. 
41 Andrea Oskari Rossini, Davide Sighele, “La Bosnia dopo Dayton”, op. cit., p. 111. 
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accommodation” to sustain peace and conflict transformation across the 

Country. It is in this historical context that I have put my research.  
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Chapter 1: Theoretical background 
 

1.1 Social-psychological approaches to ethnic conflict 
 

According to the social-psychology literature, when people see their goals 

as incompatible, as a zero sum game, conflict emerges. Conflict, in turn, can 

result in an immediate intention to hurt the opposing contestant, possibly leading 

to aggression42. Human beings have evolved to compete effectively for food and 

mates; but, although the capacity to act aggressively might have helped, 

aggression is just one strategy among many others that humans use to attain 

rewards and respect in accordance with individual perceptions and social 

norms43. Groups are generally even more competitive and aggressive than 

individuals, because phenomena like group polarization and distribution of guilt 

may induce people to behave more radically in groups than they would do if they 

were acting as individuals44. As a general rule, a conflict starts with a request or 

an accusation, perceived by the individual or the group as threatening  

fundamental basic needs45. The late Johan Galtung, Professor of Peace Studies 

and Director of the International Network Transcend, has identified four main 

classes of fundamental human needs, considered important world-wide, 

transcending different cultures and societies: survival, wellbeing, identity and 

                                                 
42 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 514-515. 
43 Ibidem. 
44 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia 
Sociale,op. cit., pp. 170-172 and p. 189; Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. 
cit., pp. 322-324; pp. 518-524. 
45 Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, Booklet Series, 2008;  Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP 
Romania, UNDESA New York, What is Ethnic Conflict, Booklet Series, 2007; Ana Vasilache, 
Manual on Ethnic Diversity and Conflict Management, Partners Foundation for Local 
Development, Booklet Series, 2007 
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freedom. These needs are not negotiable, and when perceived as risks, 

individuals and groups mobilize to defend them46. 

In order to explain escalation of inter-group conflicts the social-

psychological literature refers to the basic human need to belong to a group and 

to maintain a social identity referred to as belonging47. Processes of 

categorization lead to stereotypes and prejudices against the out-group48. Under 

social or economic crisis, the entrenchment of groups and lack of mutual 

dialogue may lead to the development of mirror enemy images and, as a last 

resort, to inter-group conflict and sometimes even to violence49. Human beings 

are social animals: their unit of survival may be considered the group, not the 

individual, since their capability of survival is strongly linked with the existence of 

an organized group around them50. The belonging to a group serves many 

important functions; particularly, it helps the consolidation of a positive self-

esteem of the individual belonging to it. This implies a positive attitude towards 

the in-group, namely a favoritism towards it that is at the basis of the social 

identity of human beings51. Categorization is instrumental for both adaptive and 

motivational functions. It serves an adaptive function because the number of 

information coming from the external world may be overwhelming for the human 

brain without channeling it into simplifying categories52. At the same time, 

categorization processes serve also motivational goals, because the individual’s 

self-esteem is a function of the image of the in-group, the process helps the 

                                                 
46 Johan Galtung, Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means. The Transcend Method, op. cit., 
pp. 36-37; Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, 
What is Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 14. 
47 Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of Change”, in 
Anatoly Gromyko and Martin Hellman, eds., Breakthrough—Emerging New Thinking: Soviet and 
Western Challenges Issue a Challenge to Build a World Beyond War, Walker and Company,  
New York 1988, p. 2. 
48 Cfr. Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 187-227. 
49 Ibidem, pp. 488-503. 
50 Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of Change”, op. 
cit., p. 2. 
51 Henri Tajfel, John C. Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Inter-Group Conflict”, in W.G. Austin, S. 
Worchel, The Social Psychology of Inter-Group Relations, Brooks/Cole, Monterey, CA, 1979,pp. 
33-47. 
52 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, 
op. cit., pp. 107-108; Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 144-145. 
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comparisons with others and the assignment of more positive features to the in-

group with respect to out-groups to which the individual does not feel to belong 

to53. The favoritism towards the in-group is one of the effects that the process of 

categorization may determine, besides an erroneous perception of the 

differences between the in-group and the out-group, and the overestimation of 

both the homogeneity of the out-group and the internal diversification of the in-

group54. 

Stereotyping, as a natural function of the human brain, serves equal goals 

as categorization; it aims at simplifying the complex reality the individual has to 

deal with, inducing automatic responses to similar stimuli and mitigating the 

anxiety toward the unknown55. A stereotype can be defined as a cognitive 

structure which contains the knowledge, the beliefs and the expectation, positive 

or negative, owned by an individual in reference to a certain human group.56 This 

cognitive structure is acquired both by personal experience and throughout the 

natural process of social learning57. The personal experience may contribute to 

the construction of erroneous stereotypes about a group because of many 

psychological errors that may intervene in the process. The “fundamental error of 

attribution” leads the individual to infer personal attributes to another person 

starting from a specific observed behavior. The “illusory correlation”, under which 

the human brain connects two variables not really linked together. The less the 

contact between groups, the stronger the anxiety and the negative feelings 

towards the other groups.58 Besides personal experience, the acquisition of 

stereotypes may derive also from social learning processes, through which 

individuals internalize false images of the out-groups deriving from parents, 

                                                 
53 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, 
op. cit., pp. 111-112; Louis Oppenheimer, “The Development of Enemy Images: a Theoretical 
Contribution”, in Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 12 (3), Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates, Inc., 2006, p. 271. 
54 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, 
op. cit., pp. 108-110. 
55 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 145-160. 
56 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, 
op. cit., p. 110. 
57 Ibidem. 
58 Ibidem, pp. 111-112. 
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relatives, media, and society in general59. The simplicity of stereotypes makes 

their adoption rather easy, especially when they are acquired during childhood. It 

is extremely difficult to modify or to remove them, like colour lenses that make 

the individual perceive a distorted reality, but he or she does not want or cannot 

remove them60. Stereotypes are, in this sense, positive or negative beliefs about 

a group’s characteristics, which filter the perception of reality61. The simplification 

operated by the classification through stereotyping could easily induce mistakes 

and stimulate the creation of prejudices, namely evaluations of individuals or 

social groups and statements about them based on erroneous beliefs62. 

As a direct effect of stereotyping function, the prejudices can be defined 

as a negative attitudes directed towards a specific social group or one of its 

members. While the stereotype is a cognitive frame, characterized by specific 

beliefs, the prejudice is a concrete attitude characterized by beliefs, as well, but 

also by affective sensations, more intense emotions and a strong trend to 

act63.The literature includes several explanations for the genesis of prejudice.  

The theory of the “authoritarian personality”, formulated by Theodor W. 

Adorno states that individuals subjected to severe education schemes within 

their families – or more generally within the society – tend to obey to authorities 

and to manifest hostility towards weaker people, which may be translated into 

anti-social behaviors aimed at unloading the repressed aggressiveness. 

According to this approach, in order to justify those anti-social behaviors, the 

authoritarian personalities tend to use negative prejudices against the targeted 

groups or individuals64. A second approach is based on the “Realistic Conflict 

Theory”, formulated by Muzafer Sherif in 1966. The theory postulates that 

                                                 
59 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 156-158; Stefano Boca, Piero 
Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, op. cit, pp. 112-113. 
60 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 169-183. 
61 Ibidem, p. 183. 
62 Ibidem, p. 561; Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla 
Psicologia Sociale, op. cit, p. 119; Richard D. Ashmore, “Prejudices: Causes and Cures”, in Barry 
E. Collins (Ed), Social Psychology: Social Influence, Attitude Change, Group Processes and 
Prejudice, Reading MA, Addison-Wesley, 1970, pp. 245-339; Paola Villano, Pregiudizi e 
Stereotipi, Ed. Carocci, Roma, 2003. 
63 Stefano Boca, Piero Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale, 
op. cit, p. 119. 
64 Theodor W. Adorno et al, La personalità autoritaria, Edizioni di Comunità, Milano, 1997. 
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prejudices develop as effect of hostility between conflicting groups, which 

compete for scarce and desirable resources. According to Sherif, conflicting 

interests lead, in the long run, to the development of mutually negative feelings 

and prejudices, and, at the end, they may turn into open conflict65. The third 

approach states, instead, that for prejudices to be generated it is not necessary 

to face an existing conflict; the perception of a “relative deprivation” that a group 

experiences comparing itself to another group may be enough66. When a group 

retains, correctly or erroneously, that the out-group acts better than the in-group, 

individuals develop negative feelings that pave the way to prejudice. The 

perceived easier access to resources and power for the out-group, in this 

framework, may play a crucial role in the exacerbation of negative attitudes 

towards the target-group67. A perceived unfair distribution of wealth may be 

regarded, therefore, as a sufficient cause for activating the relative deprivation 

feeling, then prejudices and, as a last instance, inter-group conflict. 

Other scholars tend to underline the genesis of prejudices and inter-group 

conflict as deriving from the need for individuals to maintain a positive image of 

the self and of the in-group. According to the “Social Identity Theory”68, 

individuals need a positive self-image, and since self-esteem is in part 

determined by group belonging, they tend to valorize the in-group making all the 

best for seeing it excelling with respect to others. This motivational favoritism 

towards the in-group is reinforced by the trend manifested by individuals to 

distort information coming from the social world in order to favor the in-group. 

Whatever theory might better explain prejudices and inter-group conflict, during 

periods of uncertainty due to social, political or economic crises, the need for 

individuals to take shelter under the solidarity of the in-group in order to 

overcome difficulties may create an ideal environment for individuating an out-

                                                 
65 Muzafer Sherif, In Common Predicament: Social Psychology of Inter-group Conflict and 
Cooperation, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1966. 
66 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 490-491. 
67 Faye Crosby, “A Model of Egoistical Relative Deprivation”, in Psychological Review, n. 83, 
1976, pp. 85-113; Ted R. Gurr, Why Men Rebel, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1970. 
68 Henri Tajfel, J.C. Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Inter-Group Conflict”, op. cit.; Henri Tajfel, 
John. C. Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Inter-group Behavior”, in S. Worchel , W.G. 
Austin, Psychology of Inter-group Relations, Nelsen-Hall, Chicago, 1986, pp. 7-24. 
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group attributing to it faults for present sufferings69. Studies on ethno-politics and 

ethnic mobilization often refer to the role ethno-national entrepreneurs may play 

in exacerbating inter-group contraposition by identifying in the out-group a 

scapegoat, if the escalation of conflict may give them personal political or 

economic gains70. The process is made easier under conditions of political, 

social and economic crisis. Categorization processes, in these contexts, may 

help the cohesion of the in-group while the depiction of an external enemy to 

blame for present suffering lays at the basis for the endorsement of negative 

stereotypes and prejudices related with the out-group71. Threats to group’s 

identity are perceived as undermining the biological and the psychological 

survival of its members, and therefore their emotional power may easily change 

into politicization72.  

Once conflict starts, poor inter-group communication makes it worse73. As 

conflict escalates, the in-group sees the out-group as totally evil and sees itself in 

unrealistically positive terms. The spreading of negative feelings against the out-

group, indeed, leads to the development of an “enemy image” and the 

acquisition of negative prejudices linked with it74.  

More generally, ethnic conflicts demonstrate to be hardly manageable, 

firstly because they deal with fundamental human needs and values each group 

perceived to be challenged and nobody is ready to compromise on75. Facing real 

or perceived threats against the survival of their own identity, group members 

                                                 
69 Jacques Sémelin, Purificare e Distruggere. Usi Politici dei Massacri e dei Genocidi, op. cit., pp. 
6-8. 
70 Joseph Rothschild, Ethnopolitics, op. cit.; on the case of former Yugoslavia cfr. Nina Baltić, 
Tomasz Milej, Human and Minority Rights in Violent Ethnic Conflict. Synthetic Report on Human 
Rights under the Yugoslav System, Processes of Ethnic Mobilization and EU Crisis 
Management, MIRICO/Eurac Report, Bolzano, 2007. 
71 Jacques Sémelin, Purificare e Distruggere. Usi Politici dei Massacri e dei Genocidi, op. cit. 
72 Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of Change”, op. 
cit. 
73 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., p. 492. 
74 Louis Oppenheimer, “The Development of Enemy Images: a Theoretical Contribution”, op. cit., 
pp. 271-272; Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of 
Change”, op. cit. 
75 Johan Galtung, Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means. The Transcend Method, op. cit., p. 
37; Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 19. 
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involved in a violent ethnic conflict demonstrate to be prone to die or kill, and 

they may perceive to be protagonists of a heroic battle against the enemy who is 

threatening them. In this perspective, murder gains not only legitimacy, but even 

becomes a heroic act, while violence is not subjected to moral sanctions 

anymore76. Stereotypes and prejudices, causing both an overestimation of 

hazard and the Manichean distortion in perceiving the other group’s members 

intentions, multiply occasions for clashes and violence. These mechanisms can 

induce individuals to systematically make use of solutions based on force for 

managing the conflict. The collectivization of blames and responsibilities 

enflames hatred triggering a perverse feedback; the more a society is severely 

divided, the more the accumulated hatred is likely to explode and turning out into 

widespread violence77. 

Inter-group communication, if it still exists, is heavily charged with intense 

emotions, mistrust, hatred, fear. Memories of recent bereavements caused by 

the enemy group hinder rationality, and a process of de-humanization can be 

triggered. The brutal behaviour of the enemy is perceived as a proof of its sub-

human nature, and therefore deserving no humane handling but an equally 

beastly treatment, namely suppression through violence78. The de-humanization 

is the most radical form of enemy image, which implies a Manichean perception 

of the conflict, namely the creation of a self-image as absolutely good and pure 

and the enemy’s one as completely dirty and evil79. Enemy images are self-

fulfilling and self-reinforcing: making the in-group more inclined to behave 

aggressively towards the out-group, the hostile response of the latter will work 

like a confirmation of the negative image of the out-group that the in-group had 

                                                 
76 Jacques Sémelin, Purificare e Distruggere. Usi Politici dei Massacri e dei Genocidi, op. cit., pp. 
53-56. 
77 Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 19. 
78 Jacques Sémelin, Purificare e Distruggere. Usi Politici dei Massacri e dei Genocidi, op. cit., pp. 
54-58. 
79Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 20. 



29 

 

developed, closing the ranks and behaving even more aggressively, if possible80. 

Under those premises, the mobilization of ethnicity may easily become a 

powerful destabilizing factor threatening the relations between different ethnic 

communities within a State81. Indeed, ethno-mobilization triggers a mechanism of 

reciprocity under which the (ethno) out-group may mobilize as well and develop, 

at its turn, an opposite enemy image based on the threat posed against it. In this 

sense, enemy images tend to develop between conflicting groups. Each side 

tends to attribute the same virtues and values for itself, and the same vices and 

evilness to the other82. 

The mutual development of enemy images disrupts inter-group 

communication, reducing therefore the chances of finding out areas of common 

interest and possible agreement, and paving the way for further escalation of the 

inter-group conflict83. In this sense, the likelihood of violent ethnic conflict (and 

consequently the difficulties for ethnic conflict settlement in the aftermath of 

conflict) exponentially increases. The social fabric lacks pre-existent networks of 

civic organizations with respect to the ethnic cleavage. Civil society is not able to 

keep alive inter-group communication and to exert pressures against ethno-

nationalist propaganda of unscrupulous political leaders. Such lack of 

communication is of paramount importance for the escalation of ethnic 

conflicts84. At the same time, civil society ideally constitutes the basic 

fundamental context where to foster reconciliation, the place where citizens, at 

least potentially, might compare their ideas and opinions on a not- ethnic basis 

and where transversal alliances, overcoming the ethno-national cleavage, could 

be formed and fostered, while at the same time political representatives could be 

                                                 
80 Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of Change”, op. 
cit., pp. 2-3; Louis Oppenheimer, “The Development of Enemy Images: a Theoretical 
Contribution”, op. cit., p. 271. 
81 Joseph Rothschild, Ethnopolitics, op. cit. 
82 Jerome D.Frank, Andrej Y. Melville, “The Image of the Enemy and the Process of Change”, op. 
cit., pp. 2-3. 
83 Ibidem, p. 4. 
84 Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 55. 
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kept under scrutiny85. Therefore, deeply divided societies where inter-group 

communication is poor or not existent and where a vibrant civil society lacks are 

more inclined to be swept away by the explosion of violent ethnic conflicts and, in 

the aftermaths of war, they might face stronger difficulties in reconciliation 

processes86. To summarize, according to social-psychological literature, at the 

basis for escalation and maintenance of conflicts there is the lack of 

communication between antagonist collective subjects, which paves the way for 

consolidating mutual stereotypes and producing negative prejudices associated 

with mirror-enemy images.  

Peace studies, too, share the social-psychology perspective. Johan 

Galtung, for instance, used a simple example to illustrate how a more 

collaborative approach between parts could be triggered by simple dialogue and 

creativity. The example he gives deals with an orange whose ownership is 

disputed between two subjects A and B. Different outcomes/payoffs depend on 

different approaches adopted by the actors87. 

 

(1) Only one subject takes the orange, generating an unequal 

result where one wins all while the other loses all. 

(2) A and B cannot reach an agreement and the orange decays; 

it is the worst possible result for both subjects. 

(3) A and B talk with each other; they discuss and realize that 

their objectives are compatible: A would like to drink an orange juice, B 

would like to use the orange peel to make a cake. The outcome is 

optimal for both players. 

 

According to Peace studies perspective, therefore, lack of dialogue 

represents the first fundamental obstacle to conflict settlement. Social-

                                                 
85 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., p. 11. 
86 Partners Foundation for Local Development, UNDP Romania, UNDESA New York, What is 
Ethnic Conflict, op. cit., p. 22. 
87 Johan Galtung, Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means. The Transcend Method, op. cit., 
pp. 23-27. 
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psychological approaches to ethnic conflict management start from the same 

point that contact and communication are needed in order to foster reconciliation. 

Social-psychology literature on conflict mitigation started under the premises of 

the “Contact Hypothesis”, developed by Gordon Allport88. Since stereotypes and 

prejudices are at the basis of escalation and perpetuation of conflict, Allport 

stated that contact had to be the premise to depart from. However, to be 

successful for triggering the process of conflict mitigation, contact had to occur 

under certain conditions: the equality of status for the groups in contact; their 

cooperative interdependence for gaining a common goal; frequent occasions for 

inter-action; the presence of an external social framework supporting contact and 

fostering a climate of tolerance89. Many empirical works have confirmed the 

relevance of these supporting factors90. For my dissertation, I want to know what 

exactly the contacts between ethnic groups have to be to increase the chances 

of accommodation and peace between the groups. Later in this chapter, I will 

show that the deliberative model gives an answer to this question. The 

deliberative model has historically been developed out of consociational theory 

to which I turn first.  

1.2 Institutional approaches to ethnic conflict: from 
consociationalism to deliberation 

According to the consociational theory, culturally fragmented political 

systems need power sharing arrangements to increase democratic stability of 

the system and to settle centrifugal tendencies91. Such mechanisms are basically 

institutional: grand-coalition executives; veto power for minorities; proportional 

                                                 
88 Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice, op. cit. 
89 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., pp. 176-177; Stefano Boca, Piero 
Bocchiaro, Costanza Scaffidi Abate, Introduzione alla Psicologia Sociale,op. cit., pp. 179-183 and 
p. 190; Hugh Donald Forbes, Ethnic Conflict. Commerce, Culture and the Contact Hypothesis, 
Yale University Press, New Haven/London, 1997, pp. 20-22; Thomas F. Pettigrew, “Intergroup 
Contact Theory”, in Annual Review of Psychology, n. 49/1998, pp. 65-85; John F. Dovidio, 
Samuel L. Gaertner, Kerry Kawakami, “Intergroup Contact: The Past, Present, and the Future”, in 
Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, Sage Journals, Vol. 6, n. 1, 2003, pp. 5-21. 
90 For a review, cfr. John F. Dovidio, Samuel L. Gaertner, Kerry Kawakami, “Intergroup Contact: 
The Past, Present, and the Future”, op. cit., pp. 8-9. 
91 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in 
Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., pp. 9-10, citing Arendt Lijphart, The Politics 
of Accommodation. Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands, op. cit. 
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representation system; segmental autonomy92. Even if, in the light of 

consociational theory, the adoption of a power sharing model could seem the 

best choice for deeply divided societies, nevertheless, the mere institutional 

design, alone, cannot be an active tool for settling the conflict. Indeed, power 

sharing institutions might rather contribute to entrench divisions, where political 

leaders representing opposing groups might be more inclined to perpetuate 

separation, which gives them power, instead of finding compromises and 

allegiances with enemy groups. For Bosnia and Herzegovina, this has recently 

be forcefully argued by Adis Merdžanović.  

The consociational model is, essentially, an elitist model, since its success 

depends, almost completely on the willingness of leaders to cooperate. It 

requires an extremely mature political class, open-minded, aware of the 

dangerous tendencies of the system to centrifugal fragmentation.9394. Where 

political elites are immature, therefore, we should expect poor functioning of 

consociational arrangements. However, the consociational model, in its original 

formulation, did assume a further also important element to grant democratic 

stability in divided societies: a political culture inclined to accommodate 

divergences for avoiding centrifugal tendencies potentially detrimental to the 

country95. According to Arend Lijphart, father of consociationalism, the political 

culture played a crucial role in settling conflicts. He called this element “spirit of 

accommodation”, which is at a high level when politicians prove their willingness 

to bridge mutual gaps in order to settle serious disputes in widely non 

                                                 
92 Ibidem. 
93 Adis Merdžanović, Democracy by Decree: Prospects and Limits of Imposed Consociational 
Democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina,  Stuttgart: ibidem Verlag, 2015. See the review of Jürg 
Steiner in Swiss Political Science Review, Vol. 22, Issue 2, June 2016. 
94 Cfr. Donald Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, Berkeley/Los Angeles/London, California 
University Press, 2000, pp. 573-574. Horowitz states that “(…) what is needed”, on the contrary, 
“is a theory of timing and incentives for elite cooperation”. He argues that an integrative approach 
to power sharing could work better than Liphart’s model in stabilizing divided societies. The 
integrative approach favours the creation of institutions and the adoption of practices aimed at 
stimulating the creation of inter-ethnic pre-electoral coalitions, or, even better, of inter-ethnic 
electoral parties. Horowitz’s model aims at stimulating more intra-group than inter-group 
cooperation for better reducing the likelihood of violent conflicts. 
95 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in 
Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., pp. 9-11, citing Arendt Lijphart, The Politics 
of Accommodation. Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands, op. cit. 
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consensual environments96. In his ground-breaking book “The Politics of 

Accommodation”, Lijphart had indeed an entire chapter on the spirit of 

accommodation.  

If the spirit of accommodation is poor, the logical consequence may be the 

inefficiency of the institutional design. Let us consider a country where power 

sharing mechanisms were simply imposed by external forces, like the case of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of the brutal civil war of the early ‘90s. These 

power sharing mechanisms did not genuinely emerge from a mature reasoning 

among internal political elites across the ethnic cleavages. The political game 

within this deeply divided society, since the first elections, rewarded the same 

ethno-national leaders who wanted and led the war97. And if political elites are 

interested to inflame further the conflict or at least to freeze it, because they 

gained electoral success riding on ethno-nationalist ideologies, they need to 

keep high inter-ethnic tensions in order to maintain their votes. Therefore, they 

would be completely uninterested to rational compromises, worsening instead 

the conflict and the polarization between the parties98. Strong power sharing 

mechanisms and particularly mutual veto powers for ethno-political 

representatives became in the context of Bosnia and Herzegovina just a tool for 

consolidating ethnic belonging, entrapping society and individuals in rigidly 

defined ethnic categories and hampering possible evolutions99. This may be one 

                                                 
96 Ibidem, p. 10. 
97 Florian Bieber, Carsten Wieland (Eds), Facing the Past, Facing the Future: Confronting 
Ethnicity and Conflict in Bosnia and Former Yugoslavia, Longo Ed., Ravenna, 2005; Stefano 
Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso dell’efficienza istituzionale in 
Bosnia-Erzegovina, Paper IECOB (Istituto per l’Europa Centro Orientale e Balcanica), Forlì, 
2005. 
98Vladimir Goati, “Parliamentary Democracy and International Relations in Yugoslavia”, in Dušan 
Janjić (ed.), Ethnic Conflict Management. The Case of Yugoslavia, Longo Ed., Ravenna, 1997; 
Florian Bieber, “Power Sharing, Political Representation and Group Rights in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina”, op. cit.; Stefano Bianchini, Etno-politica e State-building. Il problema controverso 
dell’efficienza istituzionale in Bosnia-Erzegovina, op. cit. 
99 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., p. 40; Florian Bieber, 
“Power Sharing, Political Representation and Group Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina”, op. cit., 
pp. 155-160. 
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of the most challenging hazard of applying rigid power sharing models to deeply 

divided societies100.  

It has to be considered, however, that in the aftermath of a civil war, a 

society often expressively asks for inter-group division, since conflicting groups 

demand to recover from experienced traumas by elaborating them under the 

shelter of the in-group’s solidarity101. In other words, in these contexts group 

isolation is first of all a need rather than a choice, and the institutional design 

only reflects an already existing divisions at the social fabric level102. There are 

no real options besides consociationalism, because fostering integrationist 

institutional designs could be interpreted by the groups as an attempt to be 

forcefully assimilated by their enemy counter-parts103.Therefore, although the 

consociational model might turn out to be ineffective for settling the conflict, it 

must be used but it needs to be supplemented with a cultural element, as it was 

in its initial form. When consociational theory was developed in the 1960’s, it was 

generally accepted that power sharing institutions needed a cooperative culture 

in order to work. When empirical work on consociational theory turned from the 

initial country case studies to a large number of countries, the cultural aspect fell 

by the way side, leaving the institutional aspect standing alone, as Jürg Steiner 

shows in his analysis of the historical development of the consociational 

theory.104 Since in ideal democratic terms the will of the people finds expression 

in their political leaders, inefficient consociational models – as in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina –  risk to perpetuate instead of mitigating ethnic-division, since, like 

a dog biting its tail, ethno-nationalist leaders promote divisions, inter-group 

dialogue lacks and negative prejudices against the out-group are strengthened 

across the people, who in turn will keep voting for ethno-national leaders.  

                                                 
100 John S. Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies: Alternatives to Agonism and 
Analgesia”, op. cit. 
101 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., p. 20. 
102 Ibidem. 
103 On the experience of Former Yugoslav Republic experimenting majoritarian designs, cfr. 
Vladimir Goati, “Parliamentary Democracy and International Relations in Yugoslavia”, op. cit. 
104 Jürg Steiner, Wolf Linder’s Swiss Democracy. An Early Advocate for a Deliberative Culture, in 
Adrian Vatter,  Frédéric Varone, Fritz Sager (Herausgeber), Demokratie als Leidenschaft, 
Festschrift für Wolf Linder, Bern; Haupt, 2009. 
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Inter-ethnic conflicts can also be interpreted in terms of the prisoner’s 

dilemma105.  

Ethnic communities might be aware that cooperation would be the best 

option for everybody. Let us take, for example, the case of two rural Bosnian 

villages, one Muslim, one Serbian, speaking the same language and located 

very close to each other. Bcause of the lack of communication and mutual 

distrust, in each village parents prefer their children to attend mono-ethnic 

schools, to have separate educational systems for their children, entailing a 

duplication of costs for different buildings, different teachers and so on. Let us 

consider that the two villages would need also a new road getting them to the 

closest main town, but since their budget is limited, they do not have enough 

money for repairing the street. Lack of cooperation, therefore, means sub-

optimal allocation of resources for both communities, since with a single school 

there could be extra resources for fixing also the road. Even if the better option 

would be cooperating, cooperation have nonmaterial costs for both players: 

memories of past atrocities and mutual diffidence may play as inhibitors, besides 

the costs of possible criticism and accusation of treason coming from the in-

group, especially if a greater openness toward the out-group may result in 

cheating attempts from the latter. Moreover, if the local political leaders – the 

mayors of the two villages, for instance – got their power because of their ethno-

nationalist radicalism, they will be interested in keeping alive inter-group conflict 

instead of mitigating it, since opting for cooperation will mean, for them, losing 

their political support. Hence, the margins for establish inter-group collaboration 

might be so narrow that communities would end up not cooperating106. To get 

out of this prisoner’s dilemma would need a significant amount of mutual trust, 

                                                 
105 Stuart Oskamp, “Effects of Programmed Strategies on Cooperation in the Prisoner’s Dilemma 
and Other Mixed-Motive Games”, in The Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 15, n. 2, June 1971, 
pp. 225-229; he defined the basic structure of the Prisoner’s Dilemma at pp. 227-228. 
106 The example is not fictitious: the two villages do exist around Srebrenica, and the Nansen 
Dialogue, a Norwegian based NGO, has been working for promoting reconciliation through 
dialogue in the area, starting with a project of  common elementary school. Source: Nansen 
Dialogue Centre - Sarajevo, http://www.ndcsarajevo.org.  

http://www.ndcsarajevo.org/
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which cannot be achieved without prior communication107. The meaning of the 

story is that step by step, by rebuilding a transversal dialogue among citizens, 

reconciliation could be fostered, starting for instance from recognising common 

ground for cooperation108. This would mean creating a “spirit of accommodation”. 

While applying institutional designs to deeply divided environments, one 

should be aware that institutions alone do not necessarily grant democratic 

stability109. The problem with consociational institutional designs in deeply 

divided societies, therefore, is linked with their inability to find alternative paths to 

overcome ethno-national division among common people. In other words, they 

lack a complementary strategy aimed at changing the political culture and 

promoting a “spirit of accommodation” not just among leaders but also at the 

level of common people, stimulating the vibrancy of a transversal civil society. 

Coming back to theoretical studies on consociational models, it has to be 

underlined that the most relevant literature after Lijphart progressively neglected 

the “political culture” element, both for its conceptual vagueness and for the 

impossibility to be translated into operational terms. While constructing indexes 

to measure institutional variables like veto powers and proportional systems for 

elections was comparatively easy, that was not the case for the “spirit of 

accommodation”. Only very few studies on consociationalism did take into 

account the “political culture”; mostly they just assumed the mere presence or 

absence of a “spirit of accommodation” among parties, without being able to 

operationalize the concept110. Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli 

and Marco S. Steenbergen redeemed the concept of “spirit of accommodation” 

and provided it with a conceptual and operative definition111. They replaced the 

                                                 
107 Cfr. Ronald L. Michelini, “Effects of Prior Interaction, Contact, Strategy, and Expectation of 
Meeting on Game Behavior and Sentiment”, in The Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 15, n. 1, 
Mar. 1971, pp. 97-103. 
108 Michelle LeBaron, Nike Carstarphen, “Negotiating Intractable Conflict. The Common Ground 
Dialogue Process and Abortion”, in Negotiation Journal, Vol. 13, n. 4, Oct. 1997, pp. 341-361. 
109 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., p. 17. 
110 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics 
in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit. p. 11. 
111Marco S. Steenbergen, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Jürg Steiner, “Measuring Political 
Deliberation: A Discourse Quality Index”, op. cit.; Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, 
Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit. 



37 

 

concept of spirit of accommodation with the concept of “deliberation”, defined in 

terms of a dialogical process through which the parties mutually explain their 

positions and justify them, showing to be prone to dialogue and, potentially, to 

“yield to the force of the better argument”112. As Jürg Steiner reports, Arend 

Lijphart agrees in a personal communication that the concept of deliberation 

corresponds pretty much to what he had in mind, when in the 1960’s he coined 

the concept of spirit of accommodation113. I have now arrived at the core of the 

literature review for my dissertation. In the next section, I will present what I 

understand by deliberation as basis for my empirical work in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.  

 

1.3.Deliberation and Ethnic Conflict Management 
 

Deliberative democracy theories, grounding their roots already in ancient 

Greek thought emphasize the dialogical aspect of the decision making procedure 

and essentially postulate that high levels of deliberation are good for 

democracy114. The philosophical development of the deliberative model of 

democracy has recently been well presented by Antonio Floridia115. 

Deliberative democrats argue that the deliberative procedure could modify 

initial preferences of actors, through persuasion rising from reasoning and the 

inclination “to yield to the force of the better argument”116. The outcome of a 

deliberative decision making process should be, in other words, a more 

consensual policy, namely more respondent to participant actors’ interests and, 

                                                 
112 Ibidem, pp. 8-11; Marco S. Steenbergen, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Jürg Steiner, 
“Measuring Political Deliberation: A Discourse Quality Index”, op. cit. 
113 Review of Jürg Steiner in Swiss Political Science Review, vol. 22, Issue 2, June 2016 of Adis 
Merdžanović, Democracy by Decree: Prospects and Limits of Imposed Consociational 
Democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina,  Stuttgart: ibidem Verlag, 2015.  
114 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics 
in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., p. 17. 
115 Antonio Floridia, From Participation to Deliberation. A Critical Genealogy of Deliberative 
Democracy, Colchester: ECPR Press, 2017.  
 
116 Dryzek and Braithwaite, cit. in Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. 
Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., p. 23. 



38 

 

therefore, a more rational and sustainable one117. The deliberative literature, 

assigns great importance to citizens participation in the political process and to 

their dialogical expressions of preference. The German philosopher Jürgen 

Habermas developed a procedural conception of democracy, which emphasizes 

the role of citizens who organize themselves through informal associations 

where they can voice their opinions118. The decision making process, to be 

legitimate, must take into due account of their expressions. According to 

Habermas, in pluralistic and complex contemporary societies the legitimacy of 

the decision making process depends on the presence of a robust civil society 

and a vibrant public sphere of participation119. Generally speaking, ideal 

deliberative politics should fulfil some basic requirements120: 

 

1. all citizens have to freely and equally participate in an open and public 

political process; 

2. participants have to honestly express their sincere opinions; 

3. arguments have to be logically justified; 

4. the value of justification has to be stated in terms of “common good”, to be 

intended as promoting the improvement of the poorest, and not in 

utilitarian terms; 

5. participants have to be really willing to listen to their counterparts’ 

argumentations, and they have to respect them. In other terms, it means 

to behave empathically; 

6. participants have to be prone to yield to the force of the better argument, 

and to modify their initial preferences in the light of recent learning. 

 

                                                 
117 Ibidem. pp. 23-27 and 59-60. 
118 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, Polity Press, Oxford, 1997. 
119 Ibidem, p. 367. 
120 This ideal but operative definition of “deliberative politics” was theorized by Jürg Steiner, 
André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli and Marco S. Steenbergen, basically based on Habermas 
thought and enriched with a couple of relevant ideas coming from other deliberative 
theoreticians, John Dryzek, Amy Gutmann e Tennis Thompson among the others. Cfr. Jürg 
Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in Action. 
Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., pp. 19-24. 
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However, as Habermas pointed out, the deliberative model has to be 

understood in ideal terms: “(e)ven under favourable conditions, no complex 

society could ever correspond to the model of purely communicative social 

relations”121, namely a pure and perfect deliberation. 

Starting from these premises, Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli and 

Steenbergen rescued the Lijphart’s concept of “spirit of accommodation” on the 

basis of its similarity with “ideal deliberative politics”, and elaborated an index to 

measure it, namely an index to gauge deliberation between opposite factions, 

the “Discourse Quality Index” (DQI), that demonstrated to be highly reliable in 

statistical terms122. The DQI index, made up of different indicators (among them: 

the level of respect, the quality of justification for arguments and the amount of 

consensual decisions), was used by Steiner and colleagues to measure the 

“spirit of accommodation” among legislative representatives in Germany, 

Switzerland, the UK and the US, recorded during parliamentary debates. In the 

light of the outcomes of this research, scientific significance was awarded to the 

following statements with regard to antecedents of deliberation: 

 

1. Consensual institutional devices123, particularly the formation of grand-

coalition governments, seem to better favour the mutual respect among 

parties during the dialogue. 

                                                 
121 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, op. cit., p. 326; Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, 
Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics in Action. Analysing Parliamentary 
Discourse, op. cit., p. 17. 
122 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics 
in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., pp. 61-73. 
123 The consensual model of democracy, evolution of the former consociational one, was later 
developed by Lijphart. Exemplified by Swiss and Belgian cases, it implies: dispersion of power in 
broad multi-party coalitions; balance of power between executive and legislative; multi-party 
systems; proportional electoral systems; representation of interests organized in corporative 
forms; federal and decentralized governments; bicameralism; jurisdictional control of 
constitutionality. The consensual model is opposite to the majoritarian or competitive one, 
exemplified by British system, that requires: power concentration in mono-party majoritarian 
governments; supremacy of executive over legislative; two-parties systems; majoritarian electoral 
systems; representation of interests organized in pluralistic forms; centralized governments; 
unicameral parliaments; flexible constitutions; no jurisdictional control of constitutionality. Cfr. 
Arendt Lijphart, Le democrazie contemporanee, op. cit.  
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2. Presidential systems appear to better favour the promotion of respect 

among parties than the parliamentary systems. Nevertheless, the latter 

seem to better perform in favouring the production of consensual policies, 

deliberated through dialogue. 

3. In bicameral systems, political dialogue within the second chamber of the 

parliament results to better promote deliberation among parties than 

dialogical interaction within the first chamber. 

4. Political discourse appears to be more articulated in terms of justification 

and reference to the common good in public arenas, even if these 

environments seem to be detrimental to the mutual respect among 

parties. The level of respect in the quality of discourse is generally higher 

in non public arenas, as for example parliamentary committees. 

5. Good deliberation appears to be more likely when the discourse deals 

with a not-polarized issue. 

 

As far as the outcomes of a good discourse quality are concerned, namely 

the consequences of deliberation, it has been determined that: 

 

1. High levels of discourse quality seem to be positively correlated with 

unanimous decisions; namely, deliberation could help conflict settlement 

between clashing claims. 

2. The higher the quality of discourse, the more fair policies – in the sense of 

social justice – are likely to be produced124. 

 

The research of Steiner, Bächtiger, Spörndli, and Steenbergen shows that 

the concept of spirit of accommodation of consociational theory can be fruitfully 

replaced with the concept of deliberation that can be measured in a reliable and 

valid way 125. 

                                                 
124  Even if the voting power of the majority can always play a crucial role. 
125 Jürg Steiner, André Bächtiger, Markus Spörndli, Marco S. Steenbergen, Deliberative Politics 
in Action. Analysing Parliamentary Discourse, op. cit., pp. 9-11. 
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Some deliberative theorists argued that deliberative practice may also 

help in managing intractable ethnic-conflicts126. The premises lay on the 

assumption that through deliberative processes individual cultural identities could 

gradually change and multi-cultural conflict might find settlement through 

deliberative interaction among subjects in the public sphere127. Moreover, 

participation in deliberative practice may create a sense of common ground, 

helping to create a sense of belonging to a single community, transversal to 

social cleavages128, as well as premises for renewing contact and removing 

prejudices, in a social-psychology perspective. Hence, the opportunity to apply 

the model to deeply divided societies. Another member of our research team, 

Juan Ugarriza, has used the Discourse Quality Index (DQI) to analyze group 

discussions between ex-guerrillas and ex-paramilitaries in Colombia.129 

The deliberative scholar Ian O’Flynn underlined, citing John Stuart Mill, 

that a democracy cannot survive if citizens don’t share any sense of common 

belonging to the State130. This feeling of belonging, like a “civic nationalism”, has 

been said to be essential for granting the stability of the State in two senses: first, 

in democracy, the authority to exercise political power lies on people; if they are 

divided, namely if they don’t perceive to be part of a single demos, consequently 

the political authority will be weakened and divided as well. Secondly, if citizens 

don’t perceive to be working together for a common enterprise, and therefore 

they don’t feel a sense of common allegiance toward State institutions, they are 

                                                 
126 John S. Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies: Alternatives to Agonism and 
Analgesia”, op. cit.; John S. Dryzek, Discursive Democracy. Politics, Policy, and Political 
Science, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1990; John S. Dryzek, “Legitimacy and 
Economy in Deliberative Democracy”, in Political Theory, n. 29/2001, pp. 651-669; Ian O’Flynn, 
Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit.; Bora Kanra, “Islam, Democracy and 
Dialogue: The Case of Turkey”, op. cit. 
127 John S. Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies: Alternatives to Agonism and 
Analgesia”, op. cit., p. 7, citing: Stuart J. Kaufman, Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of 
Ethnic War, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2001. 
128 Ian O’Flynn, Deliberative Democracy and Divided Societies, op. cit., pp. 161-162. 
129 Juan E. Ugarriza, Potential for Deliberation among Ex-Combatants in Colombia, PhD 
dissertation, political science, University of Bern, 2012.   
130Ibidem, pp. 32-37 
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provided with no incentives to fulfil obligations and duties stemming from living in 

a self-governing society131.  

Common people ideally represent the foundation of democracy, and if 

they are divided and unwilling to settle ethnic conflict, the higher political sphere 

cannot do anything but to mirror those feelings132. Here we come back to the 

“political culture” argument. How could be fostered a “spirit of accommodation” 

both at the grass root level of a deeply divided society and, as a result, at the 

higher political sphere level? The deliberative decision making model, according 

to this perspective, could be the right answer, as a tool for promoting the “spirit of 

accommodation” both among political leaders and within the broader public 

sphere, starting from promoting the acknowledgement of a “common ground” for 

people involved in deliberative talks. A political-institutional design aimed at 

backing the creation of transversal deliberative arenas and the development of a 

lively and active civil society might take advantage of adopting the deliberative 

model of decision making and confrontation, in this sense133. 

According to Ian O’Flynn, participating at the decision making process to 

deliberate on the attainment of a common super-ordinate goal, even if not 

concerning fundamental values, can lend to the creation of a common sense of 

belonging among participants, namely a civic nationalism, since it would induce 

citizens to feel themselves part of the decisional process as such, irrespective of 

its final decisional outcome134. Indeed, the deliberative decision making process 

is expected to produce an outcome which could not be reduced to a “zero sum” 

game, since it implies positive payoffs for each participant. According to O’Flynn, 

the possibility to freely express opinions and the aptitude for listening and for 

yielding to the force of the better argument make everybody’s position to be 

treated with respect, stimulating the building of consensus on the procedure as 

such. At its turn, this consensus will act as an incentive to foster future 

                                                 
131Ibidem, pp. 54-60. 
132 Ibidem, pp. 34-35; pp. 55-56. 
133 Ibidem. 
134 Ibidem, p. 141 and ss. 
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involvement, participation and respect for rules, contributing, in the long run, to 

create a sense of civic belonging135.  

In my perspective, deliberative practices may also help the social 

psychology approach to ethnic conflict. Indeed, meeting regularly individuals 

belonging to the hostile group, dialoguing with them about non polarized issues, 

listening to their argumentations and discussing together without pressures due 

neither to urgent decisions to be taken nor to the fear to give way on 

fundamental values, could also stimulate the process of removal of prejudices, 

according to the social psychological approach of “contact hypothesis”136. And if 

conflict mitigation may be fostered at the societal level, citizens are intuitively 

expected, in the long run, to replicate their new attitudes in their electoral 

behaviour, fostering political change and more tolerant leaders for leading the 

country137. For deliberative practices to get those scopes in deeply divided 

societies, participation and engagement of citizens in political decision-making 

processes should be fostered. This should also  happen more generally in civil 

society at large, which would allow citizens to identify practical prioritiesin their 

daily lives and to overcome inner divisions by virtue of a superior common 

interest.  

From a normative perspective, civil society participation in decision 

making processes should be promoted, for instance, within deliberative micro-

arenas: forums for dialogue and confrontation, which enable citizens to express 

their opinion and to listen to others’ views138. At the beginning, dialogue should 

be focused on not-polarized issues, as social-psychology underlines, in order to 

                                                 
135Ibidem, p. 90 and ss. According to O’Flynn, “deliberative democracy provides normative 
standards that, if appropriately institutionalized, can lead to a stronger sense of common national 
identity among citizens” (p. 36). Since his approach to deliberation is procedural more than 
substantive (p. 48), he stresses the possibility for people to participate, to express their opinion 
and to get respect from others as being of paramount importance to allow individuals to be 
satisfied with being involved in the decision making process, irrespective of the final decisional 
outcome of the process.  
136 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., p. 176. 
137 Vladimir Goati described instead the inverse process, characterizing the spreading on 
nationalist attitudes in Former Yugoslav Republics during the ‘90s and the effects on electoral 
preferences. Cfr. Vladimir Goati, “Parliamentary Democracy and International Relations in 
Yugoslavia”, op. cit., p. 66 and ss. 
138 John S. Dryzek, “Deliberative Democracy in Divided Societies: Alternatives to Agonism and 
Analgesia”, op. cit. 
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not exacerbate tensions. The emphasis should be on the attainment of super-

ordinate goals: common objectives, public goods that everybody needs but that 

are not producible without inter-group cooperation139. For instance, a super-

ordinate goal might be the efficiency of the waste disposal service in the multi-

ethnic village where conflicting groups live, or sports infrastructures for young 

people to be built in common spaces; but also wider ranging issues, such as, in 

some Balkans Countries, the perspective of facilitations and benefits stemming 

from a quicker march of approach toward the European Union. While 

experimental research in the psycho-sociological field has shown that 

cooperation among groups to achieve super ordinate goals, not attainable alone 

by single groups, can significantly make inter-group hostility decline140 and plenty 

of empirical studies demonstrated that under the right contact conditions 

prejudices may be removed141, up to now it seems there is hardly any empirical 

research aimed at investigating the role of deliberative practices in ethnic conflict 

management. Here my dissertation comes in. Having laid out in the current 

chapter the theoretical background of my research, I will show in Chapter 2 how 

exactly I have proceeded in my research in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

 

                                                 
139 Eliot R. Smith, Diane M. Mackie, Social Psychology, op. cit., 510-513. 
140Ibidem, pp. 509-510. 
141 For a general review, see John F. Dovidio, Samuel L. Gaertner, Kerry Kawakami, “Intergroup 
Contact: The Past, Present, and the Future”, op. cit., pp. 8-9. 
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Chapter 2. Hypotheses, data collection, and type of analysis 
 

I did my dissertation as part of a research group that includes also two 

dissertations done in political science at the University of Bern, by Juan E. 

Ugarriza142 and Maria Clara Jaramillo143. Both Ugarriza and Jaramillo based their 

dissertations on the analysis of group discussions between ex-guerrillas and ex-

paramilitaries in Colombia. As already stated in Chapter 2, Ugarriza used the 

Discourse Quality Index (DQI), which was at the time already a well-established 

measurement instrument. To get better at the internal dynamics of the group 

discussions, Maria Clara Jaramillo developed a new measurement instrument 

with the concept of Deliberative Transformative Moments (DTM). I use the same 

instrument, actually having worked with Maria Clara Jaramillo on its 

development. In my own analysis, I will often establish comparisons with the 

findings of Jaramillo.  

 As announced in the Introduction, within Bosnia and Herzegovina the 

focus of my research is on Srebrenica, where the worst massacre took place in 

Europe since World War II. Before I go to the specifics of the data collection, I 

wish to present the concept of Deliberative Transformative Moment and its 

antecedents and consequences. While with the DQI each speech act is coded 

separately, with the DTM the coding takes account of the entire context in which 

an actor speaks up. Sometimes, an actor utters only a few words but still keeps 

deliberation at a high level. This would be the case, for example, if an actor 

reacts with the following statement “I agree with you” to a deliberative statement 

of the previous actor. The concept of Deliberative Transformative Moment allows 

capturing the ups and downs in the deliberative level of a discussion. A particular 

speech act may keep the discussion at a low level of deliberation, transforms it to 

a high level, keeps it at a high level, or transforms it to a low level. Therefore, we 

                                                 
142 Juan E. Ugarriza, Potential for Deliberation among Ex-Combatants in Colombia, PhD 
dissertation, political science, University of Bern, 2012.   
143 Maria Clara Jaramillo, Deliberative Transformative Moments among Ex-Combatants in 
Colombia, PhD dissertation, political science; University of Bern, 2013.  
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have to do with the following four coding categories (the illustrations are taken 

from the research in Colombia).   

 

1. The speech act stays at a high level of deliberation  

This first category is used if the preceding speech act was at a high level 

of deliberation and the current speech act continues at this level. The coding of 

the current speech act is easiest if it fulfils all the criteria of good deliberation,144 

which means that the speaker has not unduly interrupted other speakers, 

justifies arguments in a rational way or with relevant stories, refers to the 

common good respectsthe arguments of others and is willing to yield to the force 

of the better argument. Deliberation can still remain at a high level, if speakers 

do not fulfil all these criteria, as long as they stay in an interactive way on topic. If 

a speaker, for example, supports the argument of a previous speaker without 

adding anything new, the discussion continues to flow at a high level of 

deliberation. Deliberation should be seen as a cooperative effort, which means, 

for example, that deliberative burden can be shared with some actors procuring 

new information, while other actors formulate new proposals, etc. The crucial 

aspect is that a group takes a common perspective on a topic, by which we 

mean a subject matter that has a certain internal consistency. An example of a 

topic that we encountered in the discussions of Colombian ex-combatants is 

poverty in the country. As long as a speech act stays within this topic, even if the 

speech act is brief and not elaborate, the level of deliberation remains high. Our 

criterion is whether the discussion continues to flow in an interactive way on a 

particular topic with the actors listening to each other with respect. Deliberation 

also stays high if an actor introduces another topic, giving reasons why the topic 

is linked with the issue assigned to the group, which means the peace process 

for the Colombian ex-combatants. An actor may, for example, turn the discussion 

from poverty to corruption, and if the new topic is sufficiently linked to the peace 

process the discussion continues at a high level of deliberation.  

                                                 
144 See Jürg Steiner, The Foundations of Deliberative Democracy. Empirical Research and 
Normative Implications, Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
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