
1 
 

This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in the Journal of 
Intervention and Statebuidling on 22 July 2016, available at: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17502977.2016.1208992 
 
 
Deconstructing Dayton: Ethnic politics and the legacy of war in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
 

Patrick Pinkerton 

 
 

Abstract 

Twenty years after the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) which brought the conflict in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) to an end, the dysfunctional nature of the Bosnian state means that 

the question of how political actors in BiH engage with the DPA as a response to the war remains 

vitally important. This article argues that moving beyond the ethnicisation of politics in BiH enacted 

by the DPA can be achieved by challenging the understandings of the war which informs the DPA 

while simultaneously challenging the effects of these understandings in the present. By advancing 

what I term a ‘deconstructive conclusion’ of the DPA, this article demonstrates the practical utility of 

Jacques Derrida’s thought for engaging with the legacy of war in BiH.   
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Introduction 

The twentieth anniversary in late 2015 of the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords (DPA), which 

brought the devastating war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) to an end, was the occasion for 

numerous high-profile commemorative and reflective events, in BiH, Dayton, Ohio and elsewhere. 

The anniversary of the DPA, which was negotiated between Slobodan Milošević, Alija Izetbegović 

and Franjo Tuđman, the Presidents of Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, BiH and Croatia respectively, 

and delegates from the USA, UK, France, Germany, Russia and the EU, also prompted calls from 

analysts to revisit the DPA in the search for solutions to contemporary conflicts such as the ongoing 

war in Syria (Stavridis, 2015). Yet as the current High Representative for BiH Valentin Inzko (2015) 

noted in a statement marking the anniversary, disagreements amongst politicians in BiH over the 

division of competencies as set-out in the DPA has replaced a sustained concern with the economic 

and social issues affecting the post-war country. This mismanagement has resulted in an 

unemployment rate which has hovered around the 40% mark for the last decade (Efendić and 

Hadžiahmetović 2015, 119), and allowed Florian Bieber to write of an academic consensus that BiH 

‘is stuck in a steady, yet not stable, degrading deadlock’ (Bieber 2015a, 215). The question of how 

political actors in BiH engage with the DPA as a response and solution to the catastrophic war 

therefore remains vitally important, both for BiH and the wider politics of conflict resolution. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17502977.2016.1208992
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The impact that the DPA has had on BiH has long been an object of critical scholarship (Campbell 

1998; Chandler 2000; Bose 2002), and a substantial body of literature now exists addressing the 

issues of how the DPA, while preventing a return to open conflict in BiH, has failed to deliver 

economic development, political reconciliation and effective state institutions. Some recent 

suggestions for how the DPA could be reformed to allow for more positive outcomes for Bosnians 

include moving from a territorially- and ethnically-based consociational system to a language-based 

one (Stroschein 2014), holding transparent and inclusive reform talks that are not constrained by 

rigid schedules and rushed deadlines (Sebastián 2012), and using organisational (Howard 2012) or 

external (McEvoy 2014) incentives to promote peacebuilding and cross-ethnic reconciliation within 

the context of the DPA. 

The present article will add to this literature, but rather than putting forward new suggestions for 

reform of the DPA, I will enact a deconstruction of the ethnic logics embedded within the DPA. The 

central claim of the article is that moving beyond the divisive and dysfunctional ethno-nationalist1 

posturing that characterises contemporary politics in BiH can be achieved though challenging the 

ethnic understandings of the war which inform the DPA while simultaneously challenging the effects 

of these understandings in the present. The article will illustrate how a particular understanding of 

the ethnic drivers of the conflict was written-in to the DPA and transmitted into the political present 

of BiH. Reconstructing how the DPA fixes the myriad framings of the war deployed through the 

international engagements during the conflict into a singular conceptualisation in turn opens the 

possibility for a deconstruction of the DPA, which I argue is necessary to allow politics in BiH to 

develop outside the debilitating ethnic constraints that the DPA has placed upon it. 

The article will proceed across four sections. In the first I focus on two contradictory framings of the 

conflict employed by international actors that informed major components of the DPA: the 

understanding of the conflict as driven by ethnic identity; and that which apportioned blame on the 

nationalist policies of Milošević and Tuđman. This will lay the groundwork for the second section, 

which argues that these contradictory understandings are held together in the DPA through 

reference to an understanding of the Balkans as a region of historic ethnic enmity. The article will 

engage here with Jacques Derrida’s notions of undecidability and the supplement to argue that a 

‘Balkans’ war understanding continues to operate as a necessary reference point for the 

institutional- and territorial-divisions of BiH enacted by the DPA. The third section advances a 

deconstructive reading of the DPA and the ‘Balkans’ war discourse contained within it, indicating 

how this could be put into practice through an engagement with the protest movements which have 

developed in BiH from 2012. The final section advances what I call, in an addition to the Derridean 

lexicon, a ‘deconstructive conclusion’ which, I argue, can be utilised to simultaneously challenge the 

fixed understanding of the war which informs the DPA and the ethnically- and territorially-divided 

political structures that document produced. In doing so, I will also illustrate the practical utility of 

Derridean thought for engaging with conflict and post-conflict situations.   

Ethnicity, war and the international engagements with BiH 

There is no simple way to summarise the myriad international responses to the 1992-95 Bosnian 

war. As Toal and Dahlman (2011, 146) have stated: 

Many and multiple types of actors were involved: major powers, international 

organizations, media networks, support coalition activists, and diasporic 
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organizations. Major powers were at odds and often internally divided as well, with 

diplomatic and military institutions advocating different responses. Fundamental 

disagreements about the nature of the war frequently produced policies and 

implementation strategies that were incoherent and dysfunctional. 

I lack the space to reconstruct the full complexities of these international engagements, so I will 

instead focus attention on two framings of the conflict prevalent in the international imaginary: that 

which saw it as an irresolvable civil war caused by the clash of competing ethnic identities; and the 

concurrent view that the Bosnian war was an international conflict caused by the expansionist 

policies of Milošević and Tuđman. 

These framings have been chosen for two reasons. Firstly, while they were not the only lenses 

through which the conflict was conceptualised, they were prominent ones whose impacts can be 

traced through the war-time engagements to the Dayton process and into the contemporary political 

environment of BiH. Secondly, they are contradictory, offering incompatible accounts of the factors 

driving the conflict. Taken in tandem with my first reason for examining these framings, this factor 

focuses our attention on the need to understand how two opposing accounts were reconciled in the 

DPA and the institutions it created. As I will illustrate, in order to reduce the conflict to a problem 

that could be solved through a peace process, the contradictory framings were merged into a 

singular conceptualisation. This movement of structuring the experience of the war into a meaningful 

whole is what allowed for the negotiation, signing and (partial) enforcement of the DPA. By the same 

token, however, the fact that such a structuring of divergent threads into a coherent whole has taken 

place is what allows for a deconstruction to be undertaken. I will now summarise these framings in 

turn, before tracing their effects through the DPA. In doing so, I will follow V. P. Gagnon (2004, xv) 

and his characterisation of ethnicity in the former Yugoslavia as something that many people did 

identify with, but in a way that ‘was not homogenous nor... unchanging’. The DPA will therefore not 

be criticised for creating ethnic identities that had no prior existence but, rather, for producing a 

fixed conception of ethnic identity through the political structures it created. What this article will 

contribute to understandings of ethnicity in BiH is an appreciation of how it has been temporally 

fixed through the DPA and, subsequently, how this can be challenged through a deconstructive 

conclusion which unsettles the fixed historical narratives of the conflict which continue to structure 

politics in BiH. 

Framing the role of ethnicity in the Bosnian war 

One understanding employed by international actors engaging with the Bosnian war saw it as a 

conflict between three divergent and opposed ethnic groups. This ‘ethnic war’ account was rooted in 

a ‘primordialist’ conception of ethnic identity, in which ethnicity is seen as existing prior to social 

relations, and thus capable of determining behaviour through the strong emotional bonds it places 

on ethnic subjects (Eller and Coughlan 1993). David Campbell (1998) has highlighted the centrality of 

territory to this conceptualisation, showing how, from the very beginning of the international 

engagements with the former Yugoslavia, the war in BiH was conceived by international mediators 

as being fought between three homogenous ethnic groups competing for an ethnically-homogenous 

territory. Campbell (128) notes how in March 1992, before war had even reached BiH, a meeting of 

the European Community Working Group proposed a BiH divided into three constituent parts, one 

for each of the sovereign ‘Muslim, Serb and Croat nations’, as the only peaceful way forward. 
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Campbell (130, 157) also details how the subsequent attempts at fostering peace contributed to the 

‘ethnicization of Bosnia by the international community, in tandem with the parties to the conflict’, 

until BiH was enshrined ‘as a place where political identity is fixed in terms of ethnic exclusivity’.  

A competing understanding of the war, which ran concurrently to that discussed above, saw the 

conflict as caused by Serb and Croat aggression, inspired by the violent and conservative nationalism 

of Milošević and Tuđman, and mainly directed against innocent Bosnian Muslims. This discourse 

chimes with a constructivist conceptualisation of ethnic conflict, whereby instrumental elites are 

seen to mobilise differences along previously-existing ethnic cleavages in order to achieve specific 

political goals (Gagnon Jr. 1994/95). Contra the primordialist account, constructivists see group 

consciousness as driven by ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’, rather than being the products of innate forces 

residing within fixed ethnic identities. This understanding allowed the conflict to be viewed through 

a ‘humanitarian’ frame (Toal and Dahlman 2011, 145), justifying the extensive aid and assistance 

missions that operated in BiH throughout the war and, with the violence against Sarajevo and the 

eastern enclaves worsening, the two-week NATO air campaign in the summer of 1995 directed 

against Serb military positions (Silber and Little 1996, 366). It also provided the impetus for 

international actors to seek a political solution to the violence that could maintain BiH’s sovereign 

integrity, as those possessing this view were more likely to see ethnic resentment as a consequence 

of the hardening of ethnic identities through extreme violence (Kaufmann 1996), not the cause of 

hostilities as the primordialist account would maintain. 

While the primordial-inspired account initially held sway amongst the Clinton administration 

(infamously inspired by Robert Kalpan’s Balkan Ghosts), as the war progressed the role of 

instrumental elites in driving the conflict began to take precedence in outside analyses (Howard 

2015, 7). However, the fact that major international figures had at times expressed a view of the 

conflict as ethnically-driven gave succour to the objectives of the extreme nationalists involved in 

the fighting. When it came to negotiating an end to the war, therefore, the presence of 

representatives of the warring parties around the table ensured that the ethnic understanding of the 

conflict found its way into the DPA (Toal and Dahlman 2011, 164).  

The consequences of the ‘ethnic war’ framing can be traced to Annex 4 of the DPA, which details the 

constitution of BiH. This document produced a consociational political system characterised by a 

series of territorial and institutional divisions along ethnic lines (Cooley 2013, 178-179), the most 

striking being the separation of BiH into two entities, the Federation of BiH (FBiH) and Republika 

Srpska (RS). These entities are vested with a wide range of competencies, making BiH a highly 

decentralised state. The constitution also divides the upper house of the state-level Parliamentary 

Assembly, the House of Peoples, and the tripartite state Presidency, into Bosnian Muslim (or 

‘Bosniak’), Croat and Serb delegations. The representatives of each ethnic group, both in the 

Parliament and the Presidency, are also provided with the power to declare a decision to be 

‘destructive of the vital interest’ of their group (Kappler 2013, 14). The insertion of these de facto 

ethnic veto points into the Bosnian political system (Bose 2002, 63) has helped to transfer political 

legitimacy from the level of the individual or citizenry as a whole to a reified ethnic level (Mujkic 

2007, 112-115), and has led to frequent institutional deadlock (Sebastián 2010, 323). It belies the 

notion of an integrated and united political structure, by giving power to sub-groups of elected 

representatives, based on their ethnic affiliation. The consociational constitution agreed at the DPA, 

by accepting the existence of three distinct ethnic groups seen as prosecuting the war, has therefore 
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contributed to the reification of ethnic identities (Cooley 2013, 193) and the institutionalisation of 

ethno-national division in the political and territorial structures of BiH, producing the conditions over 

the last twenty years in which ethno-nationalist parties have been able to maintain their positions of 

dominance despite endemic failures in their governance.  

The constructivist conflict framing, which viewed ethnic identity in BiH as contingent and potentially 

variable, informed post-war attempts at conflict transformation aimed at forging new and more co-

operative identities in BiH (Cooley 2013, 175-176). The effects of this transformationalist approach 

can be seen most clearly in the major post-war endeavour which sought to mitigate and reverse the 

effects of ethnic cleansing: the policy of refugee return. This policy, which viewed ethnic cleansing as 

a violent attempt to create ethnically-pure territories from the patchwork of inter-mingled groups 

that existed before hostilities began, was first affirmed as a principle of the peace negotiations in the 

meeting of the International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia (ICFY) held in August 1992, and 

later found expression in the Washington Agreement of 1994, which created FBiH (Toal and 

Dahlman 2011, 148, 156), and, ultimately, in the text of the DPA. Annex 7 of the DPA declares that 

persons may return to their ‘homes of origin’ (Office of the High Representative 1995b), and re-

possess any property they inhabited before the war, with compensation being provided where this is 

not possible. This issue was seen as a hugely important matter, justifying the instigation of a wide-

ranging international apparatus geared towards making it a political reality. For the then US 

Secretary of State Warren Christopher, the inclusion of Annex 7 was one of the reasons why the DPA 

could be considered ‘a victory for all those who believe in multi‐ethnic democracy’ (Toal and 

Dahlman 2011, 161), as it attempted to overcome the homogenising effects of ethnic cleansing and 

recreate a pre-war BiH seen as a place of relative inter-ethnic harmony. Despite recognition amongst 

international officials that this could never completely reverse the demographic effects of ethnic 

cleansing by recreating the pre-1991 situation, the efforts have succeeded in returning over one 

million refugees and displaced persons to their former homes (Toal and Dahlman 2011, 286). 

Supplementing Dayton: The ‘Balkans’ war discourse 

How was it possible for the DPA to put into practice institutional arrangements and major policy 

endeavours inspired by contradictory understandings of the war in BiH? I will now look to the wider 

context within which the conflict was analysed and conceptualised by international actors, to 

illustrate the manner in which this contradiction was fixed by a reliance on an understanding of the 

‘Balkans’ as a specific political space, where history and identity tend to play out in violent ways. To 

do so, I will first introduce the Derridean concepts of undecidability and the supplement, before 

arguing that an understanding of the conflict as a ‘Balkans’ war operates as the necessary 

supplement which gives the DPA a coherence which allows it to function as the basis of the political 

system in BiH, while at the same time revealing the fault-lines within the DPA that are open to 

deconstruction. 

Derrida, undecidability and the supplement 

A variety of International Relations scholars have applied the work of Jacques Derrida to issues such 

as memory (Pinkerton 2012), resistance (Hirst 2015) and foreign policy (Bulley 2009), and to 

deconstruct the writings of theorists such as Michael Walzer (O’Callaghan 2013) and Hedley Bull 

(Edkins and Zehfuss 2005). Aspects of his thought have also been applied to the Bosnian war, most 

notably by Campbell (1998), who uses Derridean terms such as ontopology and différance to discuss 
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the fixing of identity through territorial representation and argue for a radical form of 

multiculturalism as a response to the war. Derrida’s work and key concepts are therefore fairly well-

known in the discipline, so I will not engage in a detailed exegesis of the manners in which he sought 

to unsettle the binary oppositions (such as masculine/feminine, reason/passion and 

civilised/barbarian) that structure Western thought through a ‘metaphysics of presence’. I will, 

however, spend some time underlining the key Derridean concepts of undecidability and the 

supplement, which I will employ in my deconstruction of the DPA.  

As Derrida stresses in his writings, the aim of deconstruction is not simply to invert the violent 

hierarchies which are central to Western thought but to ‘mark the interval’ between the over-

turning of these hierarchies and the creation of a new ‘concept’ that cannot be included in the 

binary system (Derrida 2005, 39). While the creation of a ‘concept’ outside of all previous structures 

of thought is impossible (Bulley 2009, 305), it is possible to develop marks which inhabit the space 

between the old regime and an impossible new one. These are the ‘undecidables’ that a 

deconstructive reading seeks to reveal within a text2, that ‘can no longer be included within 

philosophical (binary) opposition, but which, however, inhabit philosophical opposition, resisting and 

disorganising it, without ever constituting a third term’ (Derrida 2005, 40, italics in original).  

One such undecidable that is central to Derridean thought is the ‘supplement’. This was first 

introduced by Derrida in Of Grammatology (1976, 144-145), where he elaborates on its dual 

meaning in relation to the binary of speech/writing. Derrida discusses how speech has been granted 

a privileged position in Western metaphysics due to its assumed proximity to the actual ‘presence’ 

of thought, while writing is seen as a mere supplement to speech, that which is needed to transmit 

speech beyond its immediate environs. The supplement of writing is therefore that which is added 

to speech, a surplus that provides additional presence. However, this is only one way in which 

Derrida understands the supplement of writing: he also argues that writing acts as a substitute for 

speech, that which ‘adds only to replace’ speech, that which fills ‘as if one fills a void’. This does not 

mean that writing is closer to the presence of thought than speech is, but that neither embodies the 

‘full presence’ of thought, as this is seen by Derrida as a construction of Western metaphysics. 

For Derrida these two understandings of the supplement cannot be separated, meaning that the 

supplement is both that which fulfils the presence of a prior concept and replaces this presence. It is 

therefore an undecidable in the sense that it cannot be reduced to either an addition or a 

replacement, but is both, simultaneously. Derrida argues that signifiers always require 

supplementation of this kind, to add ‘more’ presence, to extend the presence of the concept, but in 

a way that shows the concept to be empty (as if it was not empty it would not require the 

supplementation). Signifiers do not refer back to some mystical presence or wholeness, therefore, 

but only to other signifiers, stretching back in an endless ‘chain of supplements’ that ‘produce the 

sense of the very thing they defer: the mirage of the thing itself, of immediate presence, of originary 

perception’ (Derrida 1976, 145). I will now argue that an understanding of the Bosnian war as a 

typical ‘Balkans’ war operates as the necessary supplement which adds additional weight to the 

signifier of ‘Dayton’, while simultaneously operating as an undecidable that reveals the lack of 

presence within Dayton, acting as a fault-line within the DPA open to deconstruction. 
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The ‘Balkans’ as signifier 

As Maria Todorova (1997, 136) has argued, ‘the persistent use of “Balkan” for the Yugoslav war… 

rekindled old stereotypes and licensed indiscriminate generalizations about the region’. She shows 

how, beginning with its usage as a purely geographical moniker from the 15th Century, the spatial 

and connotational significations of the term ‘Balkan’ have multiplied. Todorova (22) notes how 

‘Balkans’ became a Romantic term, favoured by the poets and travel writers whose literary works 

ensured the term became synonymous with notions of ‘ancient lands’ seeped in history. This linking 

of the term with ideas of antiquity and the past intertwined with Enlightenment ideals of progress 

and teleology to feed-into the dichotomous thinking regarding ‘East-and-West’, whereby those in 

Western Europe see themselves as more politically and culturally advanced than their backward 

Eastern neighbours (Hansen 2006, 102-104). The Balkans was seen as separate from Europe due to 

its historical incorporation into the Ottoman Empire, a situation which persevered in parts of the 

region until the end of the First World War, while the communist nature of Tito’s post-Second World 

War regime also separated the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) from capitalist 

Western Europe. Dichotomies of West–East were thus over-laid with those of European–Ottoman, 

capitalist–communist, and democracy–dictatorship to create a ‘symbolic geography of eastern 

inferiority’ (Bakić-Hayden and Hayden 1992, 3-4), with the Balkans relegated to the ‘other’ of Europe 

‘proper’ (Coles 2007, 258-259). 

These long-standing ideas of Balkan backwardness and otherness were over-laid with notions of 

conflict and violence in the early twentieth century, with the Balkan Wars and assassination of 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo tying the term ‘Balkan’ to ideas of negativity, danger and 

menace. Todorova (1997, 33-34) notes how the term ‘Balkanisation’ was first used after the First 

World War to designate disintegration, conflict and internecine strife.  Over the next eighty years, 

‘Balkans’ and ‘Balkanisation’ became international stereotypes, bywords for anarchy and violence. 

This designator therefore provided a ready-made frame for international mediators when war broke 

out in BiH in 1992, allowing them to see the violence as part of an irresolvable conflict arising from 

ancient hatreds, or, in the words of Silber and Little (1996, 159), ‘some ill-defined, but frequently 

alluded to, Balkan temperament, a south Slavic predisposition – either cultural or genetic – to 

fratricide’. This was a view prevalent on both sides of the Atlantic. The British Foreign Minister 

Douglas Hurd (1992) downplayed the possibility of successful intervention when he stated at the 

August 1992 meeting of the ICFY that ‘[a]ncient hatreds are not easily soothed by outsiders’, while 

President George H.W. Bush (1992) simply affirmed that ‘[b]lood feuds are very difficult to resolve’.  

I will now show how this understanding of the Bosnian conflict as a typically ‘Balkans’ war, with its 

causes located in the deep past of the region, operates as a supplement to the war-time 

conceptualisations of the international actors discussed above. I will first take each of the framings 

in turn, before considering how the supplement of the ‘Balkans’ war understanding operates to 

smooth over the contradictions between the two war-time understandings, allowing them to 

operate together through the DPA. 

The ‘Balkans’ as supplement 

The ‘Balkans’ discourse clearly operates as a supplement to the ‘ethnic war’ understanding in the 

first sense of the word, adding additional weight to the argument that primordial chains of belonging 

drove ethnic agency in BiH. However, a supplementation in the second sense can also be identified, 
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as the stress on the Balkans as a historically violent region worked to supplant the focus on ethnic 

identity as something spatially grounded in territory with an understanding of ethnic identity as 

temporally fixed and unchanging (Hansen 2016, 105). This supplementation made the creation of an 

ethnically-divided BiH appear to be the best solution to the conflict, as the specific understanding of 

ethnic identity that this understanding produced ensured that the only peace deal that was seen as 

enforceable was one based on ethnically-pure units and sustainable and secure territorial divisions 

(Silber and Little 1997, 350, 378). 

In terms of the more constructivist conceptualisation of the conflict, and the policy of refugee return 

that it informed, a dependence on a supplementation by an understanding of the Balkans as a 

specific space where history and identity are intimately connected can be identified when we focus 

on the type of past that the policy of returns aimed to recreate. The right to return was given 

additional impetus as a policy through reference to the 1991 census data for BiH, which showed a 

greater degree of inter-mixing and ethnic heterogeneity than was present immediately after the 

war3. The right to vote in pre-war places of residence was also determined by location on the census 

roll, in a related policy which sought to mitigate the electoral effects of ethnic cleansing (Office of 

the High Representative 1995a). This may seem a reasonable mechanism for returning BiH to its pre-

war state, but asserting that census data could provide an accurate snapshot of the distribution of 

ethnicities in BiH at a particular time is itself dependent upon an understanding of ethnic identity as 

knowable, as existing ‘within’ communities and individuals, in a manner which obscures any 

understandings of the ‘inventive’, simplifying and homogenising effects of census-taking (Anderson 

1991).  

The ‘Balkans’ supplement which sees ethnic identity as immutable in BiH can be seen at work here, 

adding weight to the idea that ethnic distributions before the war can be calculated and recreated in 

the present. History is again the reference point: not a history of ‘ancient hatreds’, but the pre-war 

history of ethnic identity in the SFRY, formalised through mechanisms like the census and concepts 

such as the ‘constituent peoples’ created by the 1971 constitutional amendments (Toal and 

Dahlman 2011, 4) and the ‘ethnic keys’ used to distribute certain positions according to ethnic 

proportion in the various Yugoslav republics (Gagnon Jr. 1994/95, 141). A different historical 

reference is being made, and a different idea of ethnic identity is being essentialised (one that is 

capable of inter-mixing and living in relative harmony, rather than one predetermined to conflict), 

but the implication that ethnic identity is consistent over time is still present, driving the policy of 

remaking an ethnic mix that was destroyed by the war.  

The supplementation therefore works here to supplant and replace the constructivist understanding 

of ethnic identity as fluid and changeable that seems at first glance to inform refugee return, 

meaning that the policy in fact depends upon similar assumptions regarding ethnicity as unchanging 

and territorially-bounded as those that inform the ‘ethnic war’ understanding. As Campbell (1998, 

79) has argued, the use of the 1991 census statistics as a tool in the re-engineering of the pre-war 

ethnic mix acts to establish the markers of identity constructed through the census ‘as socially 

salient, the community fault lines around which politics will revolve’. The ethnic mix identified by the 

census, in the very year that conflict first erupted, is thus treated as a fixed and unchanging reality, 

the rigid backdrop against which the war played out. The focus of the returns policy on reversing the 

displacement of members of an ethnic group from a specific territory implies that identity is rooted 

in the place from which one originates (Stepputat 1994, 176). While this is no doubt important, and 
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must not be casually dismissed, factors such as social interactions and inter-cutting networks of 

belonging beyond the immediate locale are also important. The efforts to return the displaced to 

their ‘home’ thus builds upon the very conception of the possibility of distinct homelands for distinct 

groups that resulted in the displacement in the first instance (Black 2002, 126). It accepts the idea 

that ethnic groups in the Balkans ‘belong’ in a specific territorial environment, and thus is itself 

dependent on a fixed understanding of ethnic identity in BiH.  

The contradictory understandings of the conflict as an ethnically-motivated civil war and an elite-

driven enterprise which manipulated ethnic signifiers are therefore held together in the DPA 

through reference to the wider ‘Balkans’ context within which the war was seen to play out. The 

primordialist and constructivist conceptions of agency in BiH are both connected through a chain of 

supplementation to the ‘Balkans’ understanding of the conflict, resulting in the privileging of 

historically-fixed and territorially-bounded understandings of ethnic identity. The consequences of 

this supplementation is apparent in the manner in which the implementation of Annex 7, when left 

in the hands of local ethno-nationalist parties, has been utilised as another means of consolidating 

ethnic control over specific pieces of territory. Bosniak Party for Democratic Action politicians have 

talked of the returns process allowing them to ‘retake’ territory that had been lost during the war, 

while the same party opposed minority returns in other areas with Bosniak majorities. Tuđman and 

Croatian Democratic Union hardliners pursued a strategy of using financial support to concentrate 

Croat returnees in western Herzegovina, at the expense of facilitating their return to RS or Bosniak-

majority areas, in order to strengthen the Croat character of this stretch of land, while the Serbian 

Democratic Party employed similar tactics to solidify their control over southern Brčko, with 25,000 

displaced Serbs from FBiH assigned to apartments in that area (Toal and Dahlman 2011, 176-216). 

These cases illustrate how the institutional- and territorial-divisions of BiH and the policy of returns 

are informed by a singular ethnic logic, grounded in the ‘Balkans’ understanding of the conflict, 

allowing them to be wielded as mutually-reinforcing instruments for consolidation of territory by 

ethno-nationalist parties. 

The DPA not only depends upon an understanding of the war as a ‘Balkans’ war but, through the 

understanding of ethnic identity which informs both the institutional divisions and the policy of 

return, it transmits the logic of the ‘Balkans’ war, the logic of fixed identities and inter-ethnic 

competition, into the present politics of BiH, in a manner which obscures other articulations of 

identity in BiH. The DPA can thus be said to enact a ‘Balkanisation’ of politics in BiH, by providing the 

mechanisms through which the dominant ethno-nationalist parties are able to continue to advance 

the war-time strategies of the ethnic control over territory through political means. The supplement 

of the ‘Balkans’ war is carried into the contemporary political environment through the DPA, 

structuring it around a conception of ethnic and territorial difference as immutable and unchanging. 

Identifying this process, whereby the DPA seeks a completeness that it lacks through 

supplementation, directs us towards the points at which the DPA ‘is already in the process of falling 

apart because of its internal contradictions’ (Bulley 2009, 306). The traces of the ‘Balkans’ war 

discourse contained within the DPA are therefore both essential to holding the text together, to 

allowing it to function as the basis of a political system, while simultaneously operating as the weak-

points where the DPA can be shown to deconstruct under its own logic.  

How can such a deconstruction be enacted in practice? Through an engagement with recent protest 

movements in BiH, I will suggest how a deconstruction of the DPA can be enacted as a political 
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strategy to challenge both the fixed understanding of ethnic identity built into the DPA and the fixed 

ethnic understanding of the war that these are based upon. Such a process of deconstruction, I will 

argue, can perhaps allow Bosnian politics to develop on a trajectory distinct from that mapped out 

by the war-time strategies of the extreme nationalists. 

Deconstruction and Political Protest in BiH 

We are hungry in more than one language 

In February 2014 street protests which began in Tuzla, the former industrial city where thousands of 

employees had been made redundant from their once-productive factories, spread to all the major 

cities of BiH (including the de facto capital of RS, Banja Luka). While these events captured the 

attention of the international media, largely due to the violent emanations of the protests (fires 

were started in cantonal government offices in Tuzla, Mostar and Sarajevo, and in the state archives 

and the presidency building in the capital), they can be seen as the latest stage in a series of protest 

movements that have emerged in BiH in recent years. In 2012 numerous protests had attempted to 

prevent the closure of the National Museum in Sarajevo, and campaigns to protect the status of 

other cultural institutions, such as the National Art Gallery, the National and University Library and 

the National Film Archive, are ongoing. The summer of 2013 also saw widespread protests over the 

death of the three month old Berina Hamidovic, who was unable to travel to Serbia for medical 

treatment due to a dispute over the issuing of identity cards (Dedovic 2013). 

In February 2014 the protests developed into a political forum, with ‘plenums’ or councils being set 

up in the major cities, attempting to build on the earlier protests and social movements to articulate 

a new style of radically-democratic politics, consciously avoiding relations with political parties, non-

governmental organisations and the myriad international agencies operating in BiH (McRobie 2014) 

that were held culpable for the political stagnation and gridlock that has paralysed the country and 

stunted its development. Despite early enthusiasm, these plenums failed to develop into a political 

movement that could challenge the electoral dominance of the ethno-nationalist parties. By 

engaging in a Derridean reading of the slogan ‘we are hungry in three languages’, which was widely 

circulated and deployed during the protests, I will now argue that this failure can be attributed to 

the fact that protests targeted the current ethnic divisions in BiH without challenging the source of 

this division in the ethnic understanding of the war. Overcoming the fixed ethnic basis of politics in 

BiH requires completing the deconstructive gesture by deconstructing the supplement of the 

‘Balkans’ war which enables the continuing ethnicisation of BiH enacted through the DPA. 

‘We are hungry in three languages’ was displayed on banners at various protest sites in BiH. Images 

containing this slogan, which refers to the three de facto official ‘languages’ of BiH (Bosnian, 

Croatian and Serbian, each claimed by a different ethno-national group)4, were widely circulated on 

social media, and the phrase even found its way into the title of an article written by the former High 

Representative for BiH Wolfgang Petritsch (2014)5. The slogan also echoes one of the few definitions 

Derrida (1989, 15, italics in original) ever proffered for deconstruction, when he wrote that if he ‘had 

to risk a single definition of deconstruction, one as brief, elliptical, and economical as a password, I 

would say simply and without overstatement: plus d'une langue – both more than one language and 

no more of just one language’. Derrida admitted this ‘definition’ is neither a statement nor a 

sentence, but something that highlights the centrality to deconstruction of translation, of 

transference among and within languages (Derrida 1988, 1). In his playful style, it is a definition to be 
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put into use, to be inserted into language and discourse as a destabilising gesture. What would it 

mean, then, to put this definition ‘into use’ in the context of the slogan referenced above?  

A deconstructive reading can view the slogan ‘we are hungry in three languages’ as disrupting the 

division of BiH into three distinct ethno-linguistic groups by introducing an element of undecidability 

between them. The slogan is simultaneously saying ‘we are hungry no matter what language we 

speak’ and showing how the statement ‘we are hungry’ can be written once in ‘all three languages’, 

thus challenging the division of BiH on an ethno-linguistic basis. If this was merely a protest about 

living standards or a call to universal solidarity the banner need only have read ‘We are hungry’. The 

playful and subversive addition of ‘in three languages’ (the text is only written once, not ‘translated’ 

into the other languages) makes it clear that no translation is needed between the ‘three languages’. 

It is a slogan written in Bosnian, Croatian, Serbian and the now-defunct Serbo-Croat, all at once. It is 

any one of these languages, and all of them, and therefore cannot be appropriated solely by any one 

language. To say ‘we are hungry in three languages’ in Bosnian, in Croatian or in Serbian is an 

unstable, unsustainable statement. It would be a statement that reveals the fiction of that 

language’s uniqueness, by making it clear that the slogan would be the same in any of the other 

languages. Even if rendered in the Cyrillic script in an attempt to fix its meaning in Serbian, the 

slogan would break free again when chanted at a protest march or read aloud by those who view it 

in person, on television or online. The slogan therefore reveals the emptiness of claims to the 

immanent reality of ethnic difference in BiH that rest upon that the assertion of linguistic difference. 

Deconstructing the supplement 

While this slogan offers an indication of how deconstruction has been employed by movements 

which seek to challenge the ethnic division of politics in BiH, it cannot be the basis for a sustained 

engagement with the ethnic logic which permeates the DPA. This is because the slogan does not 

address the source of the ethnic division that it seeks to displace: in other words, it targets the 

effects of the supplementation of the DPA with the ‘Balkans’ understanding of war, without 

challenging the supplement itself. To do so, more is needed than a deconstruction of the 

contemporary iterations of ethnic division, no matter how much they are seen as the cause of 

current hardship and alienation by those engaging in protest. Rather, a deconstruction which 

challenges both the present ethnic divisions and their basis in historical conceptualisations must be 

enacted: a deconstruction which radiates its effects both backwards and forwards in time.  

I argued in the second section that the supplementation of the DPA enacts a ‘Balkanisation’ of 

politics in BiH, in the sense of transmitting the war-time logic of violent and historically-determined 

ethnicity into the present political situation. This ethnicising logic is what is targeted by the slogan 

discussed above, which deconstructs the claims that the Bosnian population are naturally divisible 

into three distinct ethno-linguistic groups, and that political arrangements should accommodate this 

‘fact’. What the slogan fails to do, however, is show how the supplement itself can be deconstructed, 

not just its effects in the present. The supplementation of the DPA by a ‘Balkans’ framing of the 

conflict is a mutually-constitutive process which (re)enacts an understanding of the conflict as a 

‘Balkans’ war through the continuing application of the DPA. The supplement is thus not ‘prior’ to 

that which it supplements: rather, the very process of supplementation gives presence to both the 

DPA and the ‘Balkans’ discourse in the same temporal instant. As Derrida (1982, 13) has stated, the 

production of meaning through supplementation 
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is possible only if each so-called ‘present’ element, each element appearing on the 

scene of presence, is related to something other than itself, thereby keeping within 

itself the mark of the past element, and already letting itself be vitiated by the mark 

of its relation to the future element. 

The ‘present’ is, according to Derrida, given presence by dividing from itself a past-as-presence and a 

future-as-presence, thus constituting the linear temporality that structures everyday action and 

thought. Just as deconstruction can be used to reveal the inherent instability of the hierarchical 

relations between the binary opposites which structure linguistic and philosophical systems, so can it 

be used to target our linear temporal assumptions. Derrida (1995, 30-31, italics added) offers one 

potential means for enacting such a temporal deconstruction when he states in ‘The time is out of 

joint’ that the ‘teleological schema can be applied to everything’ except ‘to that which in it begins by 

questioning, displacing, and dislocating the machine of this teleology’. In other words, to oppose or 

overturn systems of thought or action which derive legitimacy from a conception of a beginning, we 

must begin with a questioning of this beginning, and of the very concept of ‘the beginning’ as such. 

This form of critique must inhabit the beginning, displace the attempt to derive legitimacy from a 

conception of beginning, and refute the search for authority in a beginning. 

To deconstruct the DPA, we must therefore begin by deconstructing the ‘Balkans’ supplement that 

gives presence to the fixed understanding of ethnic identity in BiH found within it. This can be 

enacted in the present through highlighting the competing understandings of the causes of the 

conflict that are displaced by the ‘Balkans’ war discourse. The conflict can be seen as resulting from 

the collapse of communism as a rival for economic liberalism and the effects this had on stability in 

the former socialist states (Woodward 1995); the dynamics of a societal security dilemma (Posen 

1993); or the strategic policies ‘chosen by elites who were confronted with political pluralism and 

popular mobilization’ (Gagnon Jr. 2004, 7). Rather than replacing the ‘Balkans’ war understanding 

with one of its rivals, a deconstructive approach would highlight the lack of consensus around what 

caused the conflict, and thus criticise the DPA not on the grounds that it embodies the incorrect 

explanation of the war (as this implies there is a correct explanation), but because it fixes one 

particular understanding through the institutions it puts into place. 

While the ‘Balkans’ understanding of the war remains the guiding principle of the DPA, no attempt 

at reform will deliver a political system freed from the dominance of ethno-nationalist parties. It is 

for this reason that an opening up of historic understandings of the conflict must be undertaken. If it 

were necessary to distil such a political project into an addition to the slogan discussed above 

perhaps the wording could be: ‘The war made us speak three languages; now we are hungry in three 

languages’. Such a slogan makes it clear that without the war there would not be ‘three languages’, 

there would not be a political division based on three different languages, a division demanding 

territorial and institutional arrangements designed to protect one group from the ethnic ‘others’ and 

engendering political and economic stagnation. The second part of the slogan then displaces that 

ethnic division, revealing the fiction of the neat division of Bosnians into three distinct and opposed 

groups based on a constructed ethno-linguistic difference. Taken together, the two parts to the 

slogan target both the conceptualisation of the war as being fought between separate ethnic groups, 

and the continuing negative effects of that conceptualisation on contemporary politics in BiH. 
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Such a slogan would not replace the hard political work of attempting to challenge the ethnic 

divisions permeating Bosnian politics, but it (or something like it) can provide an indication of what 

such a political strategy might look like: a politics that does not seek to transcend the political 

framework constructed through the DPA, as the plenums attempted to do, but one which challenges 

the fixed understanding of the war that the DPA is based upon while transmitting these into the 

present, and the essentialisation of ethnic identity that this enacts. Targeting both the ethnicising 

consequences of the DPA and the ethnic understanding of the war that informs the DPA must be the 

dual goal of any statebuilding project that seeks to overcome the ethnicisation of politics in post-war 

BiH. The foundational principles of the institutionally- and territorially-divided state are currently the 

content of polarising debate between the rival ethno-nationalist parties (Toal and Dahlman 2011, 

310). Such debate over the DPA must not be left to the ethno-nationalists: rather, if the deadlock 

and dysfunction that characterise contemporary politics in BiH is to be overcome, the DPA must be 

made the target of an affirmative deconstruction that seeks to overturn and move beyond the fixed 

conceptions of ethnic identity embedded within it.  

(Against) Conclusions 

This article has argued for a conclusion of the Dayton structures, but not a conclusion as normally 

understood. Conclusions usually provide a juncture within a linear temporal schema, an ending that 

also signals a new beginning, as time continues its inexorable onwards march. A conclusion, 

however, can do more than this, can perform more than such a Janus-faced looking-forwards and 

looking-backwards in a manner which reinforces dominant understandings of time as the linear 

progression from past-to-present-to-future. A conclusion can aspire to disrupt and unsettle these 

norms, do more than just mark an ending and simultaneously signal a new beginning ‒ it can upset 

settled notions of linearity, alter how ending and beginning are conceived, push time backwards, 

allow the whole to be expressed in one temporal instant. 

Following Derrida, this could be called a ‘deconstructive conclusion’. Deconstruction targets all ideas 

of presence, meaning that for Derrida the present is characterised as much by absence as by 

presence. It is co-constituted by an absent past and an absent future, producing a present criss-

crossed with ghosts of the past and the unknowns of the future ‘to come’6. Any attempt to say a last 

word on the past, or to intimate towards new lines of thought for the future, are therefore 

impossible to maintain. They are prey to deconstructive movements, which can reveal how the past 

remains lodged in all attempts to move on from it, and how the unknowable horizon of the future 

structures all attempts to think the past or present. A deconstructive conclusion can be conceived 

‘like a door on its hinges’, like time ‘folding back on itself’ (Derrida 1995, 14, italics in original) as it 

radiates its effects backwards and forwards in time, unsettling linear conceptions of temporality by 

revealing how all moments in time, including the moment of conclusion, are marked by traces from 

the past and looking forwards to the future. 

A deconstructive conclusion of the DPA would show how the political present in BiH is built around 

an absence that requires supplementation by a discourse which sees the past in terms of a ‘Balkans’ 

war; and that this past is itself marked by absence, by the absence of any certainty that the war was 

the ethnically-determined ‘Balkans’ war that the DPA depends upon, or that the ‘Balkans’ is a more 

violent region than other parts of the world (Malešević 2012). The ‘end’ of the ethnically-divided 

political system therefore requires the end of the ethno-political framework constituted through the 
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DPA, which enacted and sustained it. The end must undo the beginning. More than this, the end of 

the DPA must bend time backwards, in the sense of allowing the war to be conceived in different 

manners. For if the war can be understood as something other than the inevitable clash of fixed 

ethnic identities, a political system designed to keep these ethnic groups from resuming violence will 

not be such a necessity. The effects of the ‘conclusion’ of the Dayton system must therefore radiate 

back to the time before its beginnings, to the years of international engagement during the war, to 

how the war is understood and to how the term ‘Balkan’ is understood. This can be both in a 

narrowly political sense and through wider social or cultural processes encompassing artefacts and 

productions such as history textbooks7, memorials and art works.  

Yet the effects of such a deconstructive conclusion are not limited to one direction on a linear 

temporal schema: the deconstruction works both ways. As well as showing how the DPA is 

dependent upon an ethnic understanding of the war, a deconstructive conclusion must show how 

the ethnic understanding of the war is given presence in the present through the Dayton political 

structures. Challenging and overcoming these political structures in the present can therefore allow 

different understandings of the war to develop. Such an unsettling of linear temporality is central to 

the deconstructive conclusion that can bring an end to the ethnic divisions enacted through the DPA. 

Overcoming the blockages which prevent BiH from moving forward will not be achieved through 

new constitutional agreements made in the present, or through new political constellations which 

marginalise the nationalist parties and international agencies, but through a reappraisal of the past, 

a reconfiguration of the past that can undo this aporia and allow the present and future to be 

reconfigured too. This is not to deny the impacts that the war continues to have on people’s lives in 

BiH, or the continuing salience of ethnic markers of identity to many people. It is not enough to 

simply re-interpret the war in a non-ethnic manner and wait for new, less oppositional identities and 

belongings to emerge. A deconstructive conclusion of the DPA would not be achieved in one 

temporal moment: rather, it would be a process, an engagement with understandings of the war 

alongside an engagement with current political arrangements, informed by a recognition that the 

fixed understanding of the war and the current manifestations of essentialised ethnic difference in 

the political system are rooted in each other and must therefore be challenged together. 

It is now over twenty years since the end of the Bosnian war, but the need to deconstruct the 

conclusion of that war, to deconstruct the DPA, is as pressing as ever. The same could be said of 

other long-term peace processes, such as the one in Northern Ireland which has largely succeeded in 

removing violence from the political arena but at the expense of institutionalised division and 

frequent impasses over issues such as how to deal with the historical legacy of violence. In the case 

of wars that are currently ongoing or in unstable ceasefire, such as those in Syria and the Ukraine, 

the need to bring about a halt to the bloodshed or ensure a more enduring peace may require an 

end to the conflict such as that negotiated at Dayton: an end which does not exhaust the logics of 

division which enabled the violence, but transmits them into the present. This may truly be the best 

option when conflicts reach the ignominious depths touched in BiH in 1995 and in Syria at present, 

when the ethos of the deconstructive conclusion developed in this article would have little policy-

relevance for those attempting to negotiate peace. Compromise and pragmatism may have great 

utility in producing interim agreements that allow for transitions from war to peace (Vrbetic 2013), 

but these must not be allowed, as the DPA has in BiH, to become the ‘eternal blueprint for the 

structure of the country’ (Perry 2016, 35). While the true measure of the wider merit of this 

approach must await the test of future scholarship, a deconstructive conclusion, an active process of 
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engagement with the fixed understandings that often inform conflicts as well as conflict resolutions, 

can perhaps allow for peace processes to develop which do more than continue war by other means. 
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Notes 

1 I use the term ‘ethno-nationalist’ to capture both the claims to linguistic and religious difference and to a 
degree of political and territorial self-determination. 
2 It is important to make clear that for Derrida a ‘text’ is everything that is open to interpretation, not just 
written material. The DPA is therefore open to deconstruction, both as it is a written document and due to the 
conceptualisations embedded within it which must be engaged with interpretatively.  
3 A new census was held in 2013, though it has yet to be published. See Bieber (2015b) for more on the BiH 
census in a post-Yugoslav context. 
4 While the Dayton constitution does not specify the ‘official languages’ of BiH, Article 11 of the DPA gives de 
facto recognition to the three languages by stating the text is written in ‘the Bosnian, Croatian, English and 
Serbian languages, each text being equally authentic’ (Office of the High Representative 1995c). 
5 Petritsch acted as High Representative between August 1999 and May 2002. 
6 See Derrida (1996) for more on this idea. 
7 See Levy (2014, 76-77) for a discussion of the role of the DPA in the development of a divided education 
system in BiH.  
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