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Abstract 

In contrast to other post-conflict societies which invested in recategorization of group-

identities into a common identity as reconciliation strategy, Bosnian Serbs, Croats, and 

Bosniaks, the ethnoreligious national groups of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), are not tied 

together by a common Bosnian identity. Twenty years after the Bosnian War, the socio-

political system continues to actively hinder the establishment of a common identity as it 

reinforces categorization on the sub-group-level. Through thematic analysis of 19 semi-

structured interviews, this thesis explores how identification with a common Bosnian identity 

is negotiated among youth participants in Sarajevo. Two main themes were constructed: first, 

the reinforcement of the three categories in different social environments (i.e. socio-historical 

context, societal institutions, members of society, family), which discourage identification 

with a common Bosnian identity. Second, the participants’ alternative perspectives, mapping 

out different elements that motivate identification with a common identity (i.e. 

conceptualization of national identity as state-based, progression from the conflict, inclusive 

nature of the common identity) despite the challenges that come with it. The findings point 

out the participants’ active maneuvering of their identification between a common identity 

and the three polarized group-identities and emphasize the dynamic and contextual nature of 

social identities. The role of political leaders, personal values and external miscategorization 

for the identification with a common identity are discussed. The study indicates a generational 

shift in perspectives on intergroup relations in BiH and points out possible pathways for a 

common Bosnian identity and for the potential benefit of reduced intergroup bias and conflict. 

 

Keywords: self-categorization theory, common ingroup identity model, recategorization, 

youths, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
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“We should all be Bosnians, but…” 

Youths’ Negotiations of Identification with a Common Bosnian Identity 

             July 2020 marked the 25th anniversary of the massacre of Srebrenica, a town in BiH, 

in which more than 8000 Muslim men and boys were killed by Serb forces. The genocide of 

the Muslim population during the war between Bosnian Croats, Serbs and Muslims 

(Bosniaks) (1992-1995), is known as the worst atrocity in Europe since the second world war 

(Malcolm, 1994). The war was characterized by deportation to concentration camps and mass 

killings on all three sides, and ethnic cleansing and attempted genocide of the Muslim 

population (Rice, 2017). Twenty-five years after the end of the war, the tensions between the 

three groups are still unmissable. Across the country, streets, parks and public buildings are 

dedicated to war crime convicts and defendants of all three groups, amongst others the ones 

who are responsible for the massacre of Srebrenica, and who are celebrated as national heroes 

by members of their respective group (Dzaferović, 2020).               

  While other post-conflict societies have invested in the establishment of common 

identities as part of the reconciliation strategy (see for example Moss & Vollhardt, 2016 on 

Rwanda, and Moss, 2016 on Zanzibari), there have been almost no such efforts made by 

BiH’s government (Basta, 2016) and BiH is not tied together by a common national identity 

(Mulalić & Adilović, 2018; Rice, 2017). Efforts of the international community to encourage 

a common identity did not yield much success because they were experienced as threatening 

the subgroup identities of Bosnian Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks (Levy, 2014). 

            The establishment of a common identity that replaces or overarches various sub-

ordinate identities is a process of  recategorization of social identities, which has the potential 

to enhance intergroup relations by shifting the focus from an “us vs. them” to a common 

“we”(Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). According to the Common Ingroup Identity Model (CIIM) 

(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) and suggested by research on social identification in BiH (e.g. 

Cehajic et al., 2008) the country could benefit from the establishment of a common Bosnian 

identity through improved relations between the three groups. However, the historical and 

socio-political context of BiH has systematically discouraged identification with a common 

ingroup over the past 25 years: 

             A common, state-based identity does not represent a neutral category in Bosnia, as the 

existence of the state itself was subject matter of the war: while the Bosniak group has 

supported the state of BiH, Croat and Serb forces historically wanted parts of the Bosnian 

territory to merge with Serbia and Croatia instead (Basta, 2016). Hence, a common Bosnian 

identity is associated with the interests of the Bosniak group while it historically contradicts 
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the Serb and Croat groups interests who may rather identify with Croatia and Serbia as their 

countries (Karić, 2019) 

             Based on the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) that ended the war, the socio-political 

system prevents rather than fosters the establishment of a common Bosnian identity, and the 

three group identities are constantly salient and core to the social and political life (Piacentini, 

2018): The DPA emphasized the prevention of new violence over rapprochement of the three 

groups and has reinforced and institutionalized divisions along the lines of the three groups 

and essentialized sub-group identities (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012; Piacentini, 2018). The 

Bosniak, Serb and Croat identities are anchored in the constitution which emphasizes their 

integrity as three “constituent peoples” (Turcilo et al., 2019), while it does not formalize a 

common national identity. The constitutional system does not offer the possibility to formally 

identify as Bosnian: only Bosniak, Croat and Serb are acknowledged national identifications, 

while all other national identifications, are subsumed under “other” (McRae, 2012). 

Moreover, opposing political parties represent the three groups (Brethfeld & Vadakaria) and 

the country is headed by a three-member presidency in which one Croat, one Serb and one 

Bosniak represent their respective group as president.  

             The salience of the three group identities and their division extends to the daily lives 

of people, manifested in divided cities (Piacentini, 2018), separated neighborhoods and a 

partly segregated education system in the sense of homogeneous schools, divided schools 

(which teach in shifts or different parts of the same building rather than having classes 

together) or separate curricula for certain subjects (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012).  

             However, while the societal system sustains rigid boundaries between the three 

groups and adheres to a generally narrow identity spectrum, there are a few indications that 

the narrative of a common Bosnian identity does exist in the cosmopolitan and multicultural 

reality of the capital Sarajevo (Pieacentini, 2018). Here, particularly members of the younger 

generations have worked for an extension of the societal identity spectrum, such as through 

the organization of BiH’s first LGBTQ-pride in September 2019 (Drukalić, 2019). This 

growing scene of queer activism not only works for more inclusion and acceptance of queer 

identities but also pushes forward demands for a unified Bosnia, nourishing the narrative of a 

common Bosnian identity (Swimelar, 2019). 

                Previous research in real-life non-western conflict settings has investigated 

politically supported or implemented recategorization processes (e.g. Moss, 2014; Moss 

2016). The context of Sarajevo allows the investigation of a grassroots driven, cultural 

conversation about recategorization in a context that does not support but actively hinders the 
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establishment of a common identity through reinforcement of the sub-group identities. 

Previous research on identity in BiH has predominantly focused on sub-group belonging and 

intergroup relations but has not further explored identification with a common Bosnian 

identity (see Piacentini, 2018 for an exception). In contrast, this study aims to explore how 

youth participants in Sarajevo negotiate identification with a common Bosnian identity. The 

specific sample of this study allows a focus that considers the complexity of handling the 

polarized three group identities as well as navigating identification with a common Bosnian 

identity. The sample was composed of 19 young adults from 18 to 33, out of which 11 

exclusively identified with a common Bosnian identity, five discussed their identification with 

both a common identity and their group identity without specifying a priority, and three most 

strongly identified with their group identity and to some degree also with a common identity.  

Therefore, the study can enhance our knowledge about the societally and academically 

relatively overlooked experiences, motives and struggles related to identification with a 

common Bosnian identity. It can add to our knowledge about pathways for a common 

Bosnian identity and for its potential benefits of reduced bias and conflict between the 

Bosniak, Croat and Serb group. 

                                                          Background 

The Historical Context of BiH  

              Until the declaration of independence in 1992, the territory of today’s BiH had been 

part of bigger states, most recently the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Yugoslavia). 

It has traditionally been inhabited by three main social groups: Orthodox Serbs, Catholic 

Croats and Muslims, who are since the end of the Bosnian War formally referred to as 

Bosniaks. These divisions were widely not considered a social obstacle and the groups were 

mainly differentiated by their religion (e.g. Piacentini 2018). It is only since the end of 

Yugoslavia, that the three groups are more commonly referred to as ethnicities. In the context 

of Yugoslavia, the three groups were considered nations (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013), 

which relates to an east European concept of nationality: while in most of the western world, 

nationality is seen as tied to citizenship in a specific state, in east Europe, nationality 

traditionally refers to larger groups of people who share a common cultural and religious 

heritage beyond state borders (Čorkalo & Kamenov, 2003; McCrone & Surridge, 1998). For 

example, the majority of Serbs lives in Serbia, however many Serbs live in neighboring 

countries such as BiH and Croatia (Turjačanin et al, 2017). This concept of nationality was 

widely unproblematic in Yugoslavia, since the different nations were all comprised as 

Yugoslavs within the borders of the same state and lived in peaceful coexistence. Serbs and 



YOUTHS’ NEGOTIATION OF A COMMON BOSNIAN IDENTITY                                                                     7 
 

 
 

Croats were recognized as nationalities who lived across Yugoslavia beyond the borders of 

the socialist republics of Croatia and Serbia. The Muslim population struggled to be equally 

recognized as a nation (Šehagić, 2016), which was finally granted by the governement in the 

late 1960ies, and claimed the territory of the socialist republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

where members of all three groups lived, as their country (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013). 

Tito’s death gave room for nationalist ideologies to gain popularity, in the course of which the 

socialist republics of Yugoslavia declared their independence, marking the beginning of the 

collapse of the Yugoslavian state in a massive bloodshed (Ramet, 2002). While the Bosnian 

independence was driven by Muslim forces, Serb troupes did not support the new state but 

wanted the territory to remain part of the Serb-dominated Yugoslavia. Croat forces on the 

other hand intended parts of Bosnia to merge with the new Croatian state. Violent conflict 

known as the Bosnian War between the three groups within Bosnia was the result. It ended 

1995 with the implementation of the DPA, which functions as the constitution of the new 

state of BiH (Rice, 2017). The implementation of the DPA was driven by the international 

community and focused most strongly on the avoidance of new violence (Piacentini, 2018). 

Rather than facilitating a common national identity, it emphasizes the integrity of the three 

groups: Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs are considered the three “constituent nations” of the new 

state, which are equal in status, power and rights and are represented in all political and 

administrational bodies. All other nationalities living in BiH are recognized as “other” and 

have less political rights (Human Rights Watch, 2012). The DPA moreover formalized the 

territorial division of BiH into two main entities with extensive individual power: The 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is mainly inhabited by Bosniaks and Croats, 

and the Serb Republic where Serbs are the majority. Under the DPA, the Office of the High 

Representative (OHR) was created, an ad hoc international institution responsible for 

overseeing the implementation of the DPA (OHR, 2015) and ensuring the functionality of the 

system. Through the OHR, the international community tried to implement a superordinate 

identity (Karić, 2019), which has not yielded significant success (Levy, 2014) as the three 

groups are still the center of personal identification while a common identity is hardly present 

(e.g. Mulalić & Adilović, 2018; Rice, 2017) 

             The regional history has led to overlapping and highly intricate patterns of social 

identities, which complicates a clear terminology (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013). The 

three groups are considered in national, ethnic and religious terms at the same time. However, 

in this study, some participants explicitly disagreed with the concept of the three groups as 

inherently divided nations or ethnicities. Therefore, I will not refer to Bosniaks, Serbs and 
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Croats as national or ethnic groups, but as “the three groups”  as a descriptive expression, in 

order to not imply unchangeable identities and divisions, and to avoid contributing to the 

general conceptualization of the groups as fixed and nature given, which many participants 

specifically wanted to overcome.  In daily conversations and even in some scientific literature 

(e.g. Mulalić & Adilović, 2018) the terms “Bosniak” and “Bosnian” are used interchangeably 

in the sense that “Bosnian” is used to refer to Bosniaks. However, in most scientific literature 

“Bosniak” exclusively refers to Bosnian Muslims while “Bosnian” means a Bosnian citizen 

regardless of their belonging to the three groups (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013), which is 

how I use the terms in this thesis. 

The Present Socio-Political Context 

             The division of political power is almost exclusively based on the three groups 

mentioned by the constitution (Turjačanin et al., 2017): Based on the constitution, the state is 

headed by a divided presidency, consisting of one Croat, one Serb and one Bosniak, 

representing their respective group as presidents. The Bosniak and Croat members of 

presidency are elected from voters in the Federation of Bosnian and Herzegovina while 

inhabitants of the Serb Republic elect the Serb member. Political parties are organized around 

the three groups rather than the common left-right spectrum (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012), 

supporting opposing lines of politics: while the Bosniak party promotes BiH as an 

independent, centrally governed state, the Serb political elite has more or less openly 

promoted a secession of the Serb Republic and a merger with Serbia. Croat politicians have 

argued for a third, Croat-ruled entity in the region of Herzegovina which is densely populated 

by Croats and borders with Croatia (Basta, 2016). 

 The division extends to the individual daily lives: especially in rural areas, Bosniaks, 

Croats and Serbs often live in separated communities and neighborhoods and the school 

system is partly segregated (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013). Moreover, group-specific 

media is mainly controlled by political parties and provides different information and 

contributes to differing opinions on current happenings (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012). 

Fostered by the education system, the media and reinforced by the immediate social 

environment, competing versions of history, opinions on present politics and the other groups 

flourish in the widely segregated society, and further prevent a rapprochement of the different 

groups (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013). The social and political deadlock leaves the 

country in a bad economic situation (Basta, 2016) with high unemployment, poverty and a 

deficient health care system (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012).  
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The Bosnian youth is widely affected by the country’s bad economic situation, facing 

unemployment and lacking future perspectives. They report low trust in the political leaders’ 

ability to solve the country’s problems (Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012; Celebicić, 2014) which 

leads many of them to leave the country to pursue their careers and personal lives in other 

parts of Europe (Turcilo et al. 2019). Of the ones who stay, many express feeling unable to 

influence the future or the current political situation (Celebićić, 2014; Piacentini, 2018), 

supporting a narrative of the youth in BiH as apathetic and generally hopeless or disinterested 

in politics and societal happenings (Celebicić, 2014; Piacentini, 2018).  

Theoretical Background 

             Social psychology research focusing on hostile intergroup relations has often applied 

a social identity perspective (Abrams & Hogg, 2010). Within this approach, social identity is 

seen as part of the self-concept, which is derived from the individual’s belonging to specific 

social groups (Tajfel, 1947). Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 

1979) holds that individuals strive to gain positive social identity which goes along with 

ingroup favoritism, and negative attitudes and behavior towards other groups. For example, 

studies have shown that people are more helpful towards ingroup members (Dovidio et al., 

1997), behave greedier toward outgroup members (Insko et al., 2001), experience more 

positive affect towards members of their own group (Otten & Moskowitz, 2000), and 

remember more positive information about the ingroup (Howard & Rothbarth, 1980). 

Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) (Turner et al., 1987) addresses the question under 

which circumstances individuals are motivated to see themselves as part of a certain group but 

not of others (Reimer et al., 2011). SCT is based on the presumption that individuals 

categorize their social environment into social groups which helps navigate the complexity of 

the social world as it makes social interactions more predictable, but is also the basis of 

harmful stereotypes and negative intergroup relations (Tajfel, 1969). SCT proposes that 

individuals do not only sort others into social categories, but that they also categorize 

themselves according to these categories when they identify as member of one or another 

social group. Self-categorization in terms of a group leads to depersonalization of the own 

self-perception (people perceive themselves more as a replaceable group-member than as 

individual) (Tajfel et al, 1987), and it influences the own thoughts, feelings and behaviors in a 

way that they conform to one’s prototype of the in-group (Hogg & Reid, 2006). 

Within SCT, the self is seen as hierarchically structured: individuals think of 

themselves in more or less inclusive categories, self-categorizing as individuals, members of 

different subordinate (e.g. ethnic, religious) and superordinate (e.g. national, human) 
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categories. Moreover, SCT describes the self as variable: the self-categorizations are context 

specific and depend on the accessibility of a certain category in the individual’s environment 

(Turner et al., 1987; Turner, 1999). Social categorizations can be situationally accessible, 

when they are prominent in the immediate social context, and chronically accessible when 

individuals value and frequently use them to categorize self and others (Oakes, 1987; Turner 

& Reynolds, 2012). Social categories can be both, chronically and situationally accessible 

(e.g. Mackie, et al., 1996). For example, in the Bosnian society, the Bosniak, Croat and Serb 

category may oftentimes be situationally as well as chronically available: In the larger context 

of BiH, social categorization on the level of the three groups is situationally highly accessible 

because the socio-political system is organized around the three groups. Additionally, social 

categorization in terms of the three groups may to most people in the Bosnian society be 

chronically accessible as it is highly valued and important to the own identity, and commonly 

used to categorize self and others (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013; Mulalić & Adilović, 

2018). On the other hand, the chronic as well as situational accessibility of a superordinate 

Bosnian category is low in in the social environment, as it is not supported by the socio-

political structures and people hardly categorize self and others according to it (e.g. Mulalić & 

Adilović, 2018), however, it may become situationally accessible in specific social contexts.  

According to SCT, whether or not an individual is motivated to identify with a certain 

social category depends on the interaction of a category’s accessibility and the category’s 

comparative and normative fit (Oakes, 1987). Comparative fit refers to the extent to which 

social categories reflect the social reality: A person will be inclined to identify with a certain 

group when the perceived similarity between the self and other members of the group is 

higher than the perceived similarity of the self and members of other groups (Reimer et al., 

2011; Turner et al. 1994). Normative fit refers to the extent to which differences between the 

group follow normative, prototypical meaning of the categories (Oakes et al., 1987). For 

example, in the Bosnian society, a person may feel generally reassured in their self-

categorization as Bosniak, when they perceive themself to be more similar to other Bosniaks 

than to members of the Croat or Serb group, and when other Bosniaks and members of the 

other groups comply to the individual’s stereotypical believes about the groups.  

The salience of a social category is not an entirely automatic process but also a social 

process, in which category salience is negotiated (Hogg & Reid, 2006). Research on context 

effects on self-categorization (Rutland & Cinnirella, 2000) indicate that  a category’s 

accessibility and fit in a given context do not always straightforwardly influence self-

categorization, suggesting that unclear meaning of category content and perceived 
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psychological relations rooted in  socio-historical factors, instead of formal hierarchical 

relations between the categories may additionally influence self-categorization. 

             Individual self-categorization (how a person sees themselves) and external 

categorization (how they are seen by others) do not necessarily overlap (Barreto & Ellemers, 

2003): A person might think of themselves as part of a certain group while the social 

environment does not acknowledge this chosen identity but categorizes them as member of a 

different social category (Reimer et al., 2011). The discrepancy of self-categorization and 

external categorization has been described as posing a threat to the self, referred to as 

categorization threat (Branscombe et al., 1999; Ellemers et al., 2002). 

          When people self-categorize in terms of a more inclusive category instead of the 

subordinate level (e.g. as Bosnians instead of Bosniak, Croats or Serbs), former outgroup 

members come to be considered as part of the same common ingroup (Subašić et al., 2008). 

This process is the center of the Common Ingroup Identity Model (CIIM) (Gaertner & 

Dovidio, 2000) which holds that recategorization into superordinate groups can lead to better 

relations between the subordinate groups, because the former outgroup is then considered to 

be part of the own group. This allows ingroup favoritism to be extended to include members 

of the former outgroup, shifting the understanding of group boundaries from an “us vs. them” 

towards a more inclusive “we” (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). For example, research found that 

identification with a common ingroup was associated with greater intergroup forgiveness in 

different conflict settings (e.g. Noor et al., 2008, on Northern Ireland; Wohl & Branscombe, 

2005, on Jewish and German participants;). In the context of BiH, identification with a 

common Bosnian identity among Bosniak participants was associated with greater willingness 

to forgive the group of Bosnian Serbs (Cehajic et al., 2008). 

Two versions of social recategorization are to be distinguished: single recategorization is 

defined as replacement of the subgroup categories by one superordinate category. However, 

this approach has been criticized for threatening the subgroups’ identities (Hornsey & Hogg, 

2000), which can lead to increased instead of reduced intergroup bias (Rutchick & Eccleston, 

2010). Hence, dual recategorization, for which an overarching identity is emphasized while 

the subgroup identity is made salient at the same time (Gaertner& Dovidio, 2000) has been 

described as the generally preferable approach (Crisp et al., 2006). However, the specific 

conditions of a situation, such as the groups’ statuses and historical and present societal 

context may determine whether a dual or single recategorization approach - if any - is more 

appropriate (Moss, 2016). For example, Moss (2016) emphasizes the contextuality of 



YOUTHS’ NEGOTIATION OF A COMMON BOSNIAN IDENTITY                                                                     12 
 

 
 

recategorization with the example of dual recategorization in Zanzibar and points out how the 

CIIM has a positive potential but appears also to be vulnerable in real-life conflict settings.  

Much of the research applying a social identity perspective has been carried out in 

western laboratory settings (for notable exceptions, see Cehajic et al., 2008; Moss, 2016; Noor 

et al., 2008, Schnabel et al., 2013), and the transferability especially to non-western real-life 

conflict situations needs more investigation (Gaertner et al., 1993). Therefore, in the present 

study I investigate conversations about recategorization in a real-life, post-conflict context 

located at the border between east and west Europe. 

          Many scholars have specifically emphasized the self as situated in the social context: 

for example, in his Ecological Systems Model, Bronfenbrenner (1979) conceptualizes nested 

levels of context influencing the individual, Subašić et al., (2008) criticize the tendency of 

experimental laboratory settings to simplify the complexity of social contexts, and Sullivan 

(2020) calls for a stronger sensitivity to the social and historical context in social psychology 

research. Drawing on such emphases on the social context, in this study I chose to address the 

contextual nature of the self by structuring my first theme according to the participants’ 

negotiation of a common Bosnian identity in relation to different social environments that 

range from the larger political and historical context to the immediate family environment 

(see theme). 

Social Identity Research in Bosnia 

            Research from different domains has been interested in identities in Bosnia. Although 

there had been a common Yugoslavian identity as well as a specific identity referring to the 

local Bosnian culture which both comprised Croats, Serbs and Muslims in the territory of 

today’s Bosnia, none of these identities was strong enough to be translated to a common state 

identity after the war (Majstorović & Turjačanin, 2013). Across the age groups, identification 

with the subgroups (Bosniak, Croat, Serb) has been found to be most essential while a 

common Bosnian identity is almost not existent (Mulalić & Adilović, 2018, Rice,2017). 

Identification with BiH as a state has been found to be highest among Bosniaks whereas Serbs 

mostly identify exclusively with their ethnic group and are prone to identify with Serbia as 

their motherland (Karić, 2019). Levy (2014) applied a social identity perspective and argued 

that the efforts of the OHR to establish a common identity in BiH were bound to fail because 

they did not consider the need for distinctiveness of each group, suggesting that a dual 

recategorization approach should be applied. Other scholars argue that the socio-political and 

institutional structures of the country drive the segregation between the three groups (Basta, 

2016) and have recommended a change of the constitution in order to facilitate a common 
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Bosnian identity (Cehajic et al., 2008). There are a few indications that a common Bosnian 

identity does exist and, where present, has positive effects on inter group relations (e.g. 

Cehajic et al., 2008 on intergroup forgiveness of Bosniaks towards Bosnian Serbs). In a recent 

study that examined BiH’s population’s response to the Covid-19 situation in 2020, Jankovic 

et al. (2020) found that a relatively high percentage of participants expressed concern for all 

members of the state and not only for their respective group. The authors argue that a 

common threat like the pandemic might create a sense of a shared fate. 

             Several studies specifically examined youths’ social identities in post-war Bosnia. 

Majstorović and Turjačanin (2013) fund that the youths most strongly identified with their 

religion and ethnic group and knew little about members of the other groups. Serb and Croat 

youths often did not see BiH as their state but felt more connected to Serbia and Croatia. 

Bosniak youths felt attached to the state and supported a Bosnian identity, which was largely 

understood to be the same as the Bosniak identity. Turjačanin et al. (2017) in a study on 

youths’ identities in the western Balkans (the successor states of Yugoslavia) found a similar 

pattern: while Bosnian Serbs rated their ethnicity as more important than a Bosnian national 

identity, Bosniaks rated national identity higher. Drawing on the ingroup projection model 

(Wenzel et al., 2007) the authors argued that Bosniaks as part of the country majority and 

politically most influential ethnicity may find it easier to accept a new, superordinate identity 

because they assume it will consist mostly of their own group identity. They moreover found 

that the majority of youths of all groups perceived the subgroup identities as natural and 

innate, and boundaries between the three groups as rigid and essential. However, their 

findings also indicate that the youth generally wishes to know more about members of the 

other groups. In a study on collective trauma among youths in Sarajevo, Šehagić (2016) 

described the need to live a normal life within the shared space of Sarajevo as a reason for the 

youths’ willingness to invest in a peaceful coexisting by repressing sensitive topics, and move 

towards an integration of the other groups into a shared identification as citizens of BiH. In 

Piacentini’s (2018) qualitative study, youths referred to a common Bosnian citizenship 

identity, which some saw as generally desirable but not a real option as national identity 

because it was understood as not belonging anywhere, and associated with a “groupless 

status” (Piacentini, 2018, p.272). The study found a small number of participants who 

regardless identified as citizen of BiH instead of with their ethno-religious background, and 

who explained that they were motivated by their disagreement with the ethnonationalism of 

the three groups. The lack of a formally acknowledged category was found to be seen as an 
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obstacle for the youths to accept a common Bosnian identity (Majstorović & Turjačanin 2013; 

Piacentini, 2018). 

This Study 

             Reflecting a common narrative in the society in BiH (according to the participants of 

this study), research has often described the youth in BiH as apathetic and disengaged in 

societal and political processes (Ziga et al., 2015). This implies a general acceptance of 

societal identity structures, which has been largely affirmed by research on youths’ identities 

in Bosnia. However, a few findings indicate that the alternative narrative of a common 

Bosnian identity does exist in society and is adopted by a handful of individuals (e.g. 

Piacentini, 2018). Moreover, as discussed in the introduction, there is a vivid culture of youths 

engaged in redefining social identity and spaces in Sarajevo, pushing forward demands for a 

more inclusive society and a common Bosnian identity. Despite these indications of 

expansion of the identity spectrum beyond the societal categories, there is a lack of studies 

that explore the associated processes of social categorization and identification. Same as the 

larger society of BiH, research on identity in BiH has focused on intergroup relations and 

identification with the conflict categories, which were often treated as generally given and 

context independent units, whereas little room was left for a re-definition and exploration of 

identity beyond the three groups. Although several studies address a Bosnian national 

identity, to my knowledge, no study has yet specifically further explored how a common 

Bosnian identity is negotiated. The varied sample of this study allows to focus on how youth 

participants in Sarajevo negotiate their identification with a common Bosnian identity in a 

socio-political context that does not support recategorization but insists in categorization on 

the sub-group level. 

Method 

            Twenty-two semi-structured interviews were conducted in Sarajevo with 23 

participants. The interviews were designed to be done in one-to-one settings, but one 

participant spontaneously brought along a friend to the interview, which added the interesting 

element of identifications being discussed among participants. 

Sample 

            From the original sample, one participant asked for his interview to be excluded from 

the analysis and two more interviews were excluded due to poor audio quality. The 

participants included in the analysis are 19 individuals with an age range between 19 and 33, 

the majority being between 22 and 28 years old. The gender is evenly distributed (nine 

female, 10 male). In line with the goal of the study to explore young adults’ understanding of 
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social identity and group belonging, the recruitment strategies specifically addressed the 

approximate age group of 18 to 30, however, also one 33-year-old participant who 

approached me was included. Participants were recruited via requests for interviews in 

Facebook groups that were recommended by local youth contacts as suiting to reach out to 

young people in Sarajevo, such as “Sarajevo Young Expats” which aside from non-Bosnians 

also has many young local members, or the Facebook page of a cultural center led by art 

students, where young people from various  backgrounds meet. Furthermore, participants 

were approached personally in places were young people come to spend time together such as 

at the cultural center and two cafés. The study was presented as focusing on social identity 

and the understanding of societal categories and as addressing specifically the young 

generation in Sarajevo. The informed consent form was handed to those who were interested 

in further information. The study was furthermore announced through contacts at two local 

youth organizations. Lastly, the scholar at SSST distributed information about my study 

among students. Additional snowball-sampling led to the recruitment of a substantial number 

of participants. 

           Purposive sampling was aimed for, in order to achieve diversity (Yardley, 2015) 

regarding age (within the frame of 18 to 30), education, socioeconomic status and background 

in one of the three groups: the cafés, the cultural center, the youth organizations and SSST 

were chosen as places were young people of diverse backgrounds meet, however, these places 

specifically attract young educated, politically liberal and relatively affluent people. These 

places are moreover all situated in the Bosniak/Muslim part of Sarajevo and thus reflect the 

Bosniak majority of the city, leading to a sampling bias regarding the educational and family 

background in one of the three groups, as well as the political orientation and socio economic 

status of participants: All participants have higher education, many of them speak of 

themselves as liberal and openminded compared to most of the population, and more than half 

had a Bosniak family background. In order to gain access to a population with a more diverse 

educational and family background, efforts were made to specifically reach out to youth from 

Eastern Sarajevo (the part of Sarajevo in Republika Srpska which is mainly inhabited by 

Serbs) through the University of Eastern Sarajevo, and Facebook groups of the more rural 

areas. However, these efforts only yielded very limited success. Although the classification of 

the population in three constituent peoples is fundamental to every aspect of societal structure 

and is heavily emphasized on in the political discourse, individuals were not asked to self-

identify in terms of their nationality, religion, ethnicity or family background in one of the 

three groups. This was done in order to not contribute to the mechanisms of categorization 
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and the societal emphasis on the division, which many of the participants want to overcome.  

However, except for one participant, all decided to disclose their background in one of the 

three groups naturally throughout the interview (11 Bosniak/Muslim, six “mixed”, one Serb, 

one unidentified non majority family background.) Almost all participants additionally 

specified how they personally positioned themselves regarding the three groups: The majority 

self-categorized outside the spectrum of the three groups: 11 participants explicitly pointed 

out to identify outside of the societal cluster of Serbs, Bosniaks and Croats and mostly 

specified Bosnian as their nationality; three participants declared themselves as Bosniaks; one 

participant expressed his ambition and ambivalence to declare as Bosnian rather than Bosniak 

in the next census; four participants did not give explicit information on their national 

identification. None of the participants self-categorized as Serb. 

Interview Schedule 

The interviews lasted between 60 and 120 minutes, the majority lasting approximately 90 

minutes. The format of the semi-structured interviews as purposeful conversations (reference) 

allowed the participants to contribute to the direction of the conversation. The interviews were 

conducted over a period of two months (November and December 2019). All interviews 

except for one were conducted in English of which all participants had a good command. One 

conversation with a participant who was fluent in German was conducted in German. Chosen 

quotes from this interview were translated to English and then back translated by an 

independent assistant to ensure accuracy. In accordance with the participants’ wishes, all 

interviews were held at cafés in Sarajevo. An interview guide was developed in advance and 

discussed with a scholar from the social sciences faculty at the Sarajevo School of Science 

and Technology (SSST) whom I reached out to on a conference on ethnic conflict in the 

region. This was done in order to assure that questions and phrasings were appropriate to the 

context. In accordance with her recommendations, no direct questions about participants 

ethnic, religious or national identity were asked. Questions encompassed membership in 

personally meaningful social groups (without specifically asking about membership in one of 

the three groups), how the system of societally prescribed categories was understood and 

experienced in various social contexts, as well as the youths hopes and wishes for future 

intergroup relations, including their views on a potential common Bosnian Identity. All 

interviews were recorded, and additional notes were taken.  

          Participants who left their email address were contacted after transcription and given 

the opportunity to revise passages of their transcript they did not feel comfortable with in 

hindsight. This was done in order to address the sensitivity of data collection in conflict and 



YOUTHS’ NEGOTIATION OF A COMMON BOSNIAN IDENTITY                                                                     17 
 

 
 

post conflict settings, and to even out power differences between researcher and participant. 

Only six participants wanted to edit their transcripts. Four of those made minor adjustments, 

clarifying, rephrasing or highlighting the importance of specific statements. One participant 

cut out most of the content of the interview and asked me to only include the shortened 

version for the analysis. Another participant disagreed with all he said during the interview 

and asked me to exclude his interview from the analysis. Potential implications of this will be 

discussed below. 

Methodological and Ethical Considerations  

             The research permit was applied for and granted by the Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data (NSD). The study was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of 

the Norwegian Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities 

(NESH, 2019) 

         When being given the chance to revise their transcripts, two participants felt hesitant to 

give away their accounts of intergroup relations, specifically, the only participant whose 

accounts portray the other groups as predominantly negative and intergroup relations as laden 

with tensions and hostility later stated to disregard everything he said. Their wishes not to be 

included in the analysis were adhered to. However, it raises questions about what kind of 

portrayals of intergroup relations may be socially more acceptable than others, and also points 

to the relevance of the context in which data is collected: It may be that participants saw me 

as representing liberal, western views, making accounts of conflict and intergroup hostility 

seem less desirable than the narratives of the irrelevance of group membership, and conflict as 

imposed by the ones in power. Some participants specifically addressed how they saw me in 

the position of a mediator between BiH and Europe and emphasized their frustration with BiH 

being exclusively associated with and reduced to conflict and stagnation. Additionally, some 

participants told me that there is a norm of open-mindedness and progressiveness specifically 

among the younger generation in Sarajevo, which discredits but does not erase underlaying 

antipathy towards other groups. These aspects may have influenced participants’ accounts of 

intergroup relations and identity to be more in line with what seemed socially desirable, both, 

within the own society but also the outside perspective represented by me.  

Analysis and Findings 

             All 18 interviews included in the analysis were transcribed in full length. The data 

was analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Taking a social constructivist 

approach to data analysis (Burr, 2015; Robson, 2011), participants’ accounts are treated as 

valid but subjective constructions of reality, acknowledging the influence of the social and 
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cultural context in which researcher and participant operate and interact (Sullivan, 2019). The 

presentation of the study as focused on social identity often sparked strong initial interest and 

many participants immediately pointed out their wish to speak about the societal three-

category system which divides the population in Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks. Almost all 

participants spoke about tensions between the three groups in society. However, they focused 

more on personal disagreements with the societal system which they described as promoting 

conflict and division between the three groups and as reinforcing religious, and ethno-national 

identities. The participants’ accounts map out their negotiation of identification with a 

common Bosnian identity in relation to the dominant societal narrative of three inherently 

divided groups. The participants also discussed alternative identity constellations, which 

include their preference for a common Bosnian identity. Many of the participants identified in 

terms of a common Bosnian identity, either exclusively or informally in addition to their 

identity as a member of their respective group.  

          The data was coded, and codes were grouped together under headings and subheadings 

according to participants’ vs. society’s perspective on membership in the three groups and a 

common Bosnian category, in order to work out personal as well as societal narratives about 

identity. To best answer the research question of how the youths negotiate identification with 

a common Bosnian identity, I then constructed two main themes from the data: Reinforcement 

of identification with the three groups by societal structures and actors; and  The 

participants’ alternative view: A common Bosnian identity. In the first theme, I look at the 

participants’ negotiation of a common identity in relation to external categorizations and 

dominant narratives in the social environment. Herewith, I systematically include contextual 

factors in my analysis and can account for the relevance of the socio-cultural context for the 

study of psychological phenomena (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Subašić et al., 2008; Sullivan, 

2020). With the second theme, I address the individual’s active role in defining the self 

(Barreto & Ellemers, 2003), by exploring the participants’ alternative narratives and self-

categorizations related to a common Bosnian identity. The themes allow me to address power 

relations between different societal actors that promote different perspectives on identities in 

BiH (McLean &Syed, 2016). Selected quotes were reviewed for readability. Where necessary, 

slight adjustments of grammar and general language were made, while the meaning remained 

unaltered. In the following, the selected quotes are marked with the number assigned to the 

participant. 

Theme 1: Reinforcement of Identification with the Three Groups by Societal Structures 

and Actors  
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            The participants’ accounts illustrate how they negotiate their identification with a 

common identity in relation to different social environments which they experienced as 

predominantly reinforcing identification with the three groups while discouraging 

identification with a common Bosnian identity. I draw on scholars that have emphasized the 

contextual nature of the self (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Subašić et al., 2008; Sullivan, 2020) 

and structure the theme according to different social environments, which the participants 

referred to most commonly, ranging from the larger political and historical context to the 

immediate family environment: The larger political and historical context: the peace 

agreement that today functions as constitution, and the political system are seen as reinforcing 

identification with the three groups and discouraging a common Bosnian national identity; 

Societal institutions categorize in terms of the three groups and disadvantage people who do 

not identify as a member of any of them, which also applies to people who identify as 

Bosnian; Members of the general society often react with disapproval when someone from 

BiH does not fit into the system of Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats. Based on family lineage and 

group-specific names, members of society assign individuals who identify as Bosnians to one 

of the three groups instead; Family members often communicate clear divisions between the 

groups and advise the youths to mistrust and keep distance to members of the other groups. 

The Larger Political and Historical Context 

             The participants’ accounts indicate that in the Bosnian society, the importance and 

legitimacy of the three groups is constructed through the larger political and historical 

context. The so created construction does not leave room for a common Bosnian identity and 

thus delegitimizes it. Most prominently, many participants referred to the country’s 

constitution as the fundament of the present social categories as it explicitly refers to three 

constituent nationalities and stresses their integrity, while not formalizing a common national 

identity. The following quote illustrates how the DPA is seen as the legal basis of the 

country’s focus on the three groups:  

When the war ended, the peace contract [the DPA, today’s constitution] made it the 

way it is today: we accepted that we would acknowledge three different nationalities 

and the fact that they have three different religions. So that peace contract already 

brought it [the division of society into three groups] here. And now it's written: You 

have to accept the three different nationalities and their different religions (P20)  

According to this participant and many others, the constitution enshrines the existence of 

three distinct nations of BiH. The recent history of the war, in which the extinction of the 

Bosniak groups was attempted, underlines the importance of the acceptance of the integrity of 
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the groups. The participants explained that only the three groups mentioned by the 

constitution are formally recognized as nationalities, while all other national identifications 

are bundled up as “others”. For example, a male IT-worker said: “When you are not any of 

these three groups, you are ‘other’” (P14). This means, that also people who consider Bosnian 

as their nationality are not officially registered as Bosnians but counted as “others”. The next 

quote by a male student illustrates participants’ experience that their chosen national identity 

as Bosnian is rejected and considered invalid by the system, which offers only “other” as an 

alternative to the three categories: 

For example, I declared myself as a Bosnian in the country counts [the census]. They 

said that that's an invalid declaration because Bosnian doesn't exist. If you didn't 

choose one of the three major categories, you were put at the rest [other] basically. So, 

I didn't want to be the rest. So, I called myself “Last Mohican”. My best friend called 

himself a penguin and they wrote “penguin”. If we want to identify as Bosnians, we 

are basically forced to be like rebels because the term Bosnian is not appreciated, or 

basically it's - not undervalued, it's rejected, basically (P12) 

The quote explains that a Bosnian nationality formally cannot exist: If the participant called 

himself a Bosnian he would still officially be counted as “other”. He expressed his frustration 

with this system by calling himself “Last Mohican”, implying that it does not make a 

difference whether he indicates “Bosnian” or “Last Mohican” as his nationality because he 

formally falls into the category of “others” in any case. Exclusively Bosniak, Croat and Serb 

are considered valid national categories, which is why the participant feels like a rebel for 

identifying as Bosnian. This suggests that he experiences the system as working to keep 

people within the three categories, which matches the accounts of other participants. The 

same participant later explained, that unlike himself, many people feel discouraged to identify 

as Bosnians because they do not want to be assigned to the category “other”: 

Some people who would like to declare as Bosnians then declare as Serb or Croatian 

because they don’t want to declare as “others”… probably some people who checked 

Serb or Croatian would also be Bosnian if Bosnian would actually be a real thing, I 

mean it’s a real thing but the government does not see it as such” (P12) 

The quote illustrates the frequently stated opinion, that the term “Bosnian” would be accepted 

by many people who support a common Bosnian identity but hesitate because in the political 

system, “Bosnian” does not exist as a “real”, official category to identify with. Self-

categorizing in terms of the common Bosnian identity means to identify outside the legal 

framework of the constitution, as the next quote indicates. A female language teacher 
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explained that because only Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats are considered constitutional nations, 

a common Bosnian nationality can be understood as an unconstitutional or even illegal idea. 

In the interview, she spoke about a social-liberal political party that used to promote a 

common Bosnian nationality, but, according to the participant, had to change their policy, 

because the idea of a common Bosnian nation stands in contrast to the constitution and thus 

has no legal support. She explained that for this reason, a common Bosnian nationality can 

officially only be allowed for and enabled if the constitution is amended: 

If you want to change things in that way [that there would be a Bosnian nationality], 

you first need to change the constitution. Many people will say, ‘you have to be legal!’, 

and because the constitution is legal, if you talk about the Bosnian nation you’re talking 

about illegal stuff. So, the law is not on your side and people just say you’re not working 

inside the legal frame. (P13) 

Although the participant herself strongly supported a common Bosnian identity, she explained 

that the acceptance of the current constitution is of vital importance: “The constitution is a 

byproduct of the war, and people are very emotional about it. You might really risk having 

another war, if you want a different constitution” (P13). The quote indicates that for some 

youths, the fear of another violent conflict may be stronger than their criticism of the 

constitutional identity structure.  

             In the participants’ negotiation of their identification with a common Bosnian 

identity, the constitution was most frequently mentioned as limiting identification with a 

common Bosnian identity. Another point that came up and further linked identities to the 

political and historical context, was the current political system. It was by all participants 

experienced as strongly reinforcing the division between the three groups rather than 

encouraging a common Bosnian identity. For example, a participant who is politically 

engaged for the main opposition party explained that there is almost no political support for a 

common “Bosnianship”, while Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats are promoted as three distinct 

groups:  

When it comes to political parties, there's no real promotion [of a common Bosnian 

identity] …The three main parties are three ethnic parties and they all advance their 

own group. [The politicians] tell you how our group is good, and how the rest wants to 

kill us, and then everybody just sticks to their own leaders, and they gain distrust in the 

other ethnicities,  and it divides people… you know, the ethnic divisions, they are 

divisions that are - how can I say - fake or created by politicians, but people certainly 

buy into it. (P10) 
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This quote is an illustrative example for many participants’ opinion, that the division into the 

three groups is created by the political system rather than by the people themselves. Other 

participants specified that they saw the political emphasis on the division between the three 

groups as tool of the system to stay in power. For example, a male participant who identified 

as Bosnian explained that the formal establishment the term “Bosnian” is intentionally 

prevented by the people in power because it would diminish their influence: 

If the people in charge would allow the people to use the term Bosnian, which means 

just somebody from Bosnia, they would lose control, things like nationality [in the 

sense of the three groups], religion, people's obsession about it would become less and 

less prominent. (P12)  

He emphasized that the lack of the term “Bosnian” prevents a common Bosnian identity, 

implying that he believes that people would be willing to accept a common identity, if it was 

offered as an option. He sees the societal prominence of the terms “Croat”, “Serb” and 

“Bosniak” as emphasizing the relevance of religious and national divisions, which according 

to him would be overcome by a common Bosnian identity. In the same line of argument, the 

participant saw the system of three presidents as emphasizing the division of the three groups 

as different nationalities and representing the absence of a common Bosnian identity: 

 If you have three presidents, [one] for each nationality, then every one of those 

nationalities becomes more prominent in every bad way, it basically divides the 

country at the top level. If you have one president who is Bosnian, it doesn't matter if 

it's a Bosnian who has Croatian heritage, or Bosnian from Argentinian heritage - One 

President, I think that's a good starting place (P12) 

The participant explained, that if there was only one Bosnian president, the information Croat, 

Serb and Bosniak would just be considered like any other background while the relevant 

identity would be the Bosnian nationality. Similar views were held by many other 

participants, who emphasized the political structures and leaders as a reason for society’s 

strong focus on identification with the three divided groups and the absence of a common 

Bosnian identity. 

              As presented above, the participants’ accounts highlight two aspects of the larger 

political and historical context that reinforce the prominence of the three divided groups and 

discourage identification with a common Bosnian identity: Firstly, the constitution prescribes 

the existence of Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats as three distinct nationalities and makes the 

formal establishment of a Bosnian national identity impossible without questioning the peace 

agreement on which the constitution is based.  Secondly, the division between the three 
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groups is seen as reinforced or even created by the political system and its representatives, 

which use it to legitimize their power, while a common Bosnian identity is hardly spoken 

about in the political sphere. The next subthemes present the consequences of the 

constitutional order on an institutional and interpersonal level. 

Societal Institutions.  

             Many participants described that societal institutions importantly discourage even 

youths who support a common Bosnian identity to formally self-categorize as Bosnian. Their 

accounts indicate, that on an institutional level, there are often benefits for members of either 

one of the three groups, while individuals who identify in terms of a Bosnian identity and fall 

into the category of “others”, experience substantial negative consequences. The participants 

explained that in administrational processes such as the application for jobs, scholarship or 

university courses, they are asked to self-identify as member of one of the three groups. The 

following quote is a good example for how many participants experienced the mandatory 

nature of the question about national belonging as pressure to identify within the three groups. 

A female student said:  

When you come to Bosnia, to I don’t know, to study, you have to write which national 

group [which of the three groups] you are. So, you're also pressuring people that 

maybe don’t identify with their ethnic group, that they have to identify with it, so they 

have to be a Bosniak, a Croat or Serb. I think that's terrible because it's very much too 

emphasized on. What if someone does not identify with anything [any of the three 

groups] and is completely reminded of that idea? (P7) 

 During the interview, this participant argued for an overarching Bosnian identity, and in the 

presented quote her aim was to explain how the ever-present requirement to state one’s 

membership in one of the three groups makes it hard to shift the focus to an overarching 

Bosnian identity. In her opinion, the question about nationality (in terms of the three groups) 

is too prominent and works as a constant reminder of the societal categorization and division. 

She was specifically concerned about people who do not want to identify with any of the three 

groups but with BiH as a country, and fears that those might feel pressured to identify in 

terms of their Serb, Croat or Bosniak background instead. 

             The participants’ accounts suggest that societal institutions are organized around the 

three groups which disadvantages people who are not part of any of the groups, such as 

individuals who identify as Bosnians. They illustrate that concerns about their career lead 

young people to identify as Bosniak, Croat or Serb. Many participants explained that this was 

true for people who do not see their membership in one of the three groups as relevant part of 
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their identity and even for people who specifically want to distance themselves from the three 

groups. This is for example illustrated in the next quote by a student at the arts academy who 

spoke about the application for university-scholarships: 

 A lot of people do write them down [their nationalities in terms of the three groups], 

because for some scholarships they [the people who give scholarships] insist on giving 

them to Croats or Bosniaks for example. I have a friend who is not nationalist [in 

terms of the three groups] at all, but she always writes her nationality down, just 

because she wants to get the scholarship. It's dumb that the scholarship people ask her 

for that, but from her side, I get it. I would do the same if I really wanted the 

scholarship (P17). 

The quote presents the scholarship as making the three groups relevant to people who 

otherwise do not have strong attachments to them. It even portrays it as the potentially only 

reason why some people formally identify as Bosniak, Serb, or Croat. For the right 

scholarship she herself would identify as member in one of the three groups, even though she 

emphasized in the interview that she usually does not want to, because she does not want to 

support the ethnic nationalism associated with the three groups. Her quote is a good example 

for how the participants spoke of societal institutions as reinforcing identification with the 

three groups and as discouraging individuals to identify outside of them. The next quote by a 

male participant illustrates that not only for academic scholarships but also for job 

opportunities young people who would like to identify as Bosnian stick to their background in 

one of the three groups:  

 They [his Bosniak peers] identify as Bosniaks because of the possibility that they 

could start working in the local parliaments and councils, and they need to identify as 

Bosniak to get that job. They're scared to identify as Bosnian because maybe their 

parents said that they won't get a job when they're older, if they identify as Bosnian. I 

know some people who say that they identify as Bosniak just to get a job in two years, 

and they really don’t have any emotional connection to it (P14).  

The country’s bad economic situation and the high unemployment may make it seem 

specifically risky to identify with a common Bosnian identity. The quote can be understood in 

a way that the privileged position of the three groups and the general financial hardship in 

society discourage individuals to identify as Bosnian, and thus hinder the establishment of a 

common identity. The participants quoted above illustrated cases of individuals who decided 

to indicate their membership in one of the three groups because they knew they would 

personally benefit from it. The next quote examplifies that not everyone is discouraged by the 
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disadvantages that come with not identifying within the scope of the three groups. A high 

school student with a mixed family background offered the perspective of someone who is 

aware of the advantages of identifying as Bosniak, Serb or Croat but still insists in ticking the 

“other”-box. Based on her own experience, she illustrated challenges that people who do not 

identify as one of the three groups face in their career: 

 To get a job here, you need to have that sheet where you sign that you are Bosniak, 

Serb, Croat or the rest [other]. And my dad, - probably I got it from him, I see myself 

as Bosnian and Herzegovinian, I don't see myself as Serb or Croatian -  he declares as 

the rest, he doesn't belong into one of those [three categories], he's not a part of any 

political party, and he has a real struggle to get a job here. Even though he finished 

law and he has quite some experience, he is doing a job that he is overqualified for. 

Just because he doesn't want to put himself in one of those boxes, he cannot make any 

bigger progress and I will probably also experience that later, when I will have to 

search for a job (P4).  

Her quote demonstrates that not being part of any of the three groups can severely impede 

professional advancement, regardless of personal qualities such as experience and 

qualifications. It also points to how national belonging is intertwined with politics. The quote 

may suggest that the participant understands the system as penalizing the ones who do not 

want to “put themselves in its boxes”, by hindering their professional progress and thus in a 

sense threaten their existence. The quote also indicates that these are concerns she has about 

her own future, because she herself identifies as Bosnian and Herzegovinian instead of with 

any of the three groups 

          Taken together, the quotes presented above map out the participants’ perception, that 

societal institutions put pressure on individuals to stick to the three constitutional categories. 

By depriving the “other” category from important opportunities and benefits (i.e. professional 

advancement), societal institutions reinforce identification with the three groups and hinder 

the development of a common Bosnian identity. 

Members of the General Society 

              The participants’ accounts illustrate how identification with a common Bosnian 

identity is negotiated in interactions with members of society, who were mostly described as 

unaccepting of the participants’ choice to identify as Bosnian and as limiting their possibility 

to informally step out of the three groups. For example, many described how members of 

society educated them about the three national and religious categories and their personal 

place in them.  
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They [Bosnian society] start teaching you from the beginning that you're THIS, that 

you’re a Serb, a Muslim a Croat or whatever. And that if you're this you're Orthodox, 

if you're this, you're Catholic, if you’re this you're Muslim. So that's the first mistake. 

Like you don't let the person choose their religion. (P17).  

This quote is an illustration of two prominent points: firstly, many participants’ accounts 

indicate that they experience the larger society as rather reinforcing identification with the 

three groups than introducing alternative identities such as a common Bosnian identity. 

Secondly, it points to the very commonly described experience of being assigned to a certain 

category by others, instead of being able to make a personal choice. Like this female student, 

many participants especially criticized the lack of the opportunity to choose religion. The 

participants’ accounts suggest that the societal categorization in Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats is 

reinforced in daily interactions with members of society, who categorize others in terms of the 

three groups: “It's the first question when I meet you, it's like, ‘oh, and what's your 

nationality? What's your religion?’” (P16). The quote expresses many participants’ 

impression that most people in society are strongly focused on their identity as member of one 

of the three groups, and it illustrates the relevance of one’s Croat, Serb or Bosniak identity in 

first encounters. A participant who in the interview heavily criticized the concept of three 

constituent peoples and who actively works to overcome the societal categorization admitted 

that even he himself automatically categorizes the people he meets based on their names:   

I am bombarded with the ethnic on a daily basis. For example, when I meet someone 

and he or she tells me their name, in the subconscious I immediately think: ‘Oh! You 

are Serb, Croat, Bosniak, so you are on my side or you are not on my side’ , and I 

don’t do that intentionally or consciously, that really comes from the unconscious and 

only few moments after one comes to realize, ‘what was I just thinking?!’(P19).  

The quote suggests that the categorization in Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats as different “sides” 

in a conflict are deeply ingrained in society and to some degree also internalized by 

individuals who actively want to move forward from the past conflict and establish one 

unified group.  

          Participants who do not want to identify with any of the three groups described that 

members of society often do not accept their Bosnian identity but insist in assigning them to 

one of the three groups instead. The accounts indicate that one way this is done, is by 

inferring group membership from the family background, as the next quote by a female high 

school student illustrates: 
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You cannot say ‘I'm nothing I'm just a human who loves this country’. It's usually me 

having to prove that I really don't identify with [any of the three groups]. It's always: 

‘no, but you have to be something! Your parents are something, your grandparents, 

they were something… Someone from someone is something and therefore you are 

something!’ So, it's always a bit challenging to really convince them. I get tired 

because it's every damn time. I guess I choose to express myself that way and I guess I 

have to live with it. (P4) 

As in the presented quote, youths who did not identify with any of the three groups but a 

common Bosnian identity often described to have a hard time explaining their identity to 

other people, who often do not accept that someone does not fall into the three-category 

system. Like other accounts, the quote suggests that many members of society only consider 

being part of one of the three groups as being “something”. The quote illustrates the 

participant’s exhaustion that comes with repeatedly having to defend her chosen identity. The 

quote illustrates the commonly raised point that in their quest to assign someone to one of the 

three groups, members of society trace identity back to the family background: the group 

membership of parents, grandparents or even of just ‘someone’ related is seen as defining the 

participant as part of that group, regardless of her own self-definition. In a similar vein, a 

participant with a Bosniak family, described that Bosniaks who know about her background 

often do not accept her choice to identify as Bosnian Muslim instead of as Bosniak. She spoke 

about more aggressive attempts to convince her: 

A Bosniak comes to me, and I've had these encounters many times, where I disagree. I 

told them I'm not a Bosniak, I'm a Bosnian Muslim, that's it. And then they are ‘no, 

you're a Bosniak!’ They're so aggressive about it… it's an explosion right there: ‘yes 

you are a Bosniak. How dare you say that [you are not]? What are you then? Then 

you’re not even a Muslim!’ (P16).  

The quote indicates that in society, ethnicity and religion are seen as intertwined identity 

markers, and that individuals who step out of their group are sometimes denied their religious 

identity by others. As presented above, members of society treat family lineage and kinship as 

crucial markers for one’s identity as part of one of the three groups.  

         The participants described that membership in one of the three groups is also inferred by 

a person’s name which is commonly associated with a certain religion and therefore with one 

of the three groups. The next quote illustrates that based on their names, individuals who 

identify as Bosnian instead of as Bosniak, Serb, or Croat, are commonly assigned to their 

assumed background in one of the three groups, while their choice to identify as Bosnian is 
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overlooked. It addresses how people who chose to identify as Bosnian are often 

misrecognized by members of society as Croat, Serb or Bosniak. Moreover, the quote reflects 

many participants’ explanation that the name ties a person to their group and effectively keeps 

them from stepping out: 

I think a lot of the times, it's kind of skipped over, honestly, even if for example, 

someone with the name Mohammed would say ‘I'm not a Bosniak, I'm a Bosnian’, 

they would still get associated to Bosniaks because of their name, because of the 

religious connotation of that. Or if someone with the name Maria would say, ‘Oh, I'm 

not a Serb, I'm a Bosnian’ she would also get just put into a bunch with Serbs. (P22).  

            Some participants who did not identify with the three groups spoke about their own 

experience: based on their name, they would be assigned to one of the three groups, regardless 

of their personal wish to identify as Bosnian. A female participant with a Muslim last name 

illustrated how this can play out in interactions with others:  

People often put me in the Bosniak group, because I have a Muslim last name. So, 

some people expect from me to be Muslim…So there was social pressure in the sense 

that he [her Christian boss] said "Oh, happy Ramadan", and then I'm like, "thank you - 

happy Ramadan to you as well", [and he said] "No, but I'm Christian, I don't celebrate 

it", and I'm like "me neither!", and then he told me “But you have to celebrate it". And 

I'm like, "but I'm not Muslim!" [and he asked] “But what are you?” (P13).  

Her quote illustrates how members of society often cannot understand that someone does not 

fit into the three-category system, especially if their name indicates a certain background. It is 

an example for how some participants experienced to be misrecognized as member of one of 

the three groups instead of being acknowledged in their own chosen identity as a Bosnian or 

atheist.  

           The participants’ accounts show that in various ways members of society reinforce 

identification with the three groups and discourage identification with a common Bosnian 

identity. A Bosnian identity which is not tied to any of the three subgroups is often 

overlooked or actively opposed: Society sees family lineage and names as definitive of a 

person’s identity as member of one of the three groups and thus takes away the participants’ 

opportunity to distance themselves from their group. Individuals who identify as Bosnian 

have to defend their choice of identity and are often miscategorized as part of one of the three 

groups. 

Family Members  
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             The participants’ accounts suggest that older family members reinforce the 

importance of the three groups over a common Bosnian identity: based on their experiences in 

the war, older relatives emphasize the historical division between the groups and warn the 

youths to mistrust and keep distance to members of the other groups. The next quote by a 

female Bosniak participant is a good example: 

My family always tells me keep in mind, that THOSE people are children of the 

people who were killing us, so they CAN’T be completely friendly with you... And 

they wouldn’t be the least bit happy If I married a Serb. No. that would be a tragedy. 

Because you can have friends, you can talk to those people but just that. Keep in mind 

that those are - enemies. (20) 

The participant pointed out that, although she herself may have a different opinion, she 

understands her family’s perspective because of the recency of the war: “On the one hand I 

understand it, because terrible things happened here. On the other hand, I don’t understand it, 

but you can’t argue with people who suffered really, really much.” (P20) Her quote speaks to 

the accounts of many participants of all backgrounds who personally disliked the division in 

society but acknowledged the parents’ sufferings during the war and expressed empathy with 

their perspective. The participant quoted above emphasized in the interview that in contrast to 

her family she herself does not want to judge people based on their group membership, but in 

the following quote clarified that she prioritizes her family’s well-being over her own opinion: 

“I would never do something that would make my parents really angry or depressed [i.e. 

Being romantically engaged with a Serb], because I don’t think that anyone is worth it.” (20) 

Many participants similarly explained that young people keep social distance to members of 

the other groups mainly to protect their parents’ feelings. In contrast, a male student 

explicated that to his experience, the younger generation generally disagrees with the older 

generation’s advice to stay distant from members of other groups: “Nobody in the younger 

generation says, "Okay, I'm not going to be with this person because she is a Croat or Serb, 

NOBODY says that. It's the older generations that would say that” (P10). Many of the 

participants spoke about a process of distancing themselves from their parents’ view, who 

anxiously guard the distance between the three groups. The next quote by a participant with a 

Bosniak background who now identifies as Bosnian and falls into the category “other” 

illustrates his experience of an emancipation from his parents’ perspective who emphasized 

division and conflict between the groups: 

As our reasons and our brains grew, as we got more mature, we saw that the 

differences only exist in our parents and in the stubborn people of the Balkans who 
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constantly want to compare and fight and be grizzle around each other, and that we 

actually don't have problems at all (18)  

To his opinion, the older generation keeps alive the division between the three groups, 

whereas he and his peers do not see these differences as relevant in today’s world.  

            As outlined above, many participants experienced their family and the older 

generation in general as being more strongly focused on the differences and the conflict 

between the three groups than the younger generation who did not live through the war. The 

parents were often described as reinforcing the relevance of the three groups by teaching their 

children that there was a clear division between three different sides in a conflict, based on 

which the others should not be trusted or associated with too closely. On the other hand, some 

participants pointed out that their parents strongly shaped and supported their personal wish to 

overcome the divisions between the three groups and to focus on a common Bosnian identity. 

For example, a male participant spoke about his upbringing which lead him to identify as 

Bosnian instead of with any of the three groups: 

When we were growing up, we were all equal and mixed. And none of our parents 

ever pushed that, they were all celebrating their holidays, but they never pushed any 

kind of identity. So, they were like, ‘you're all kids and you're all just playing together, 

nothing else matters.’ So even in our later years, that kind of stuck through and none 

of us identifies as Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks (14). 

            The first theme aimed to capture how the youths negotiate identification with a 

common Bosnian identity in relation to actors and structures of the social environment. The 

presented quotes illustrate that identification with the three groups is reinforced and rewarded 

by different social environments (i.e. the larger political and historical context, societal 

institutions, members of society, family members), while identification with a common 

Bosnian identity is mostly overlooked or actively discouraged. 

Theme 2: The Participants’ Alternative View: A Common Bosnian Identity  

             Whereas the former theme explored the participants’ negotiation of identification with 

a common Bosnian identity in relation to the reinforcement of the three group identities in the 

social environment, the second theme shifts the focus to the participants’ alternative narratives 

and self-categorizations, exploring their conceptualizations of a common Bosnian identity, 

and elements that drive their identification with it. 

             Although per constitution there is no common Bosnian nationality and no option to 

formally identify as Bosnian, more than half of the participants exclusively identified as 

Bosnians and are thus formally part of the category “other”. Also participants who did not 
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explicate to identify as Bosnian or who formally identified with their subgroups spoke warmly 

about a common Bosnian identity, and most of them described it as a concept which they 

would prefer over or in addition to the three-category-structure. Some participants also spoke 

of being individuals and not categorize oneself at all, or in terms of an overarching human 

category, but the common Bosnian identity was most spoken about.  

The participants’ accounts map out different arguments for a common Bosnian 

national identity, and motives to identify as Bosnians despite the disadvantages and social 

challenges that come with not being part of the three groups. According to these arguments, 

the second theme is divided into three sub-themes: Conceptualization of a country-bound 

Bosnian national identity: many participants disagree with the concept of the three groups as 

nations and argue that nationality should refer to BiH as a country; The common Bosnian 

identity represents progression: from the current socio-political system, which is seen as 

oriented towards the past, preserving the conflict between the groups and the country’s bad 

economic situation; The common Bosnian identity is seen as inclusive of a broad range of 

identities: the Bosnian category is not only seen as equally inclusive of all three groups, but 

also of a broader range of religious identities, bicultural identities and other marginalized 

groups such as the queer community, which are systematically excluded by the three-

category-system.  

Conceptualization of a Common Bosnian National Identity 

              The participants’ accounts suggest that fundamental to the argument for a common 

identity is their understanding of national identity as tied to countries instead of social groups. 

The next quote by a male participant who identifies as Bosnian illustrates many participants’ 

critique of the societal concept of the three groups as ethnicities and nationalities: “I believe 

that those [Bosniak, Serb, Croat groups] are actually no ethnic groups and no national groups, 

but only religious groups. That’s why I firmly reject them, and I don’t feel like I belong to any 

of them” (P19). Instead, many participants understood nationality as referring to a country and 

argued that in this sense, there should be a Bosnian national identity tied to BiH as a country, 

as the next quote by the same participant illustrates:  

For me, national identity is important, not in the sense that I’m xenophobic or a Nazi, 

but in the sense of the country. In order to function, every country needs a general 

public that identifies with it. If you are from Germany, you are German. If I am from 

Bosnia, then I am Bosnian. (P19).  

The quote suggests that he sees the concept of a common, state-based national identity as a 

reasonable norm that is followed by other countries and from which BiH deviates. He 
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suggests that BiH is no functional country, because there is no state-based national identity.  

The two quotes by this participant are an example for the very commonly raised perspective 

that the three groups should be seen as religious groups which are overarched by one, state-

based nationality. The argument, that like other countries, BiH should have a common 

national identity that is tied to the country’s territory instead of subgroups was often raised by 

the participants:  

We have this problem here that people are not Bosnians. They are Croats, Bosniaks 

and Serbs, and that's very much emphasized on… We don't have this, ‘we are all 

Bosnians identity’ as in America or Switzerland. I think that we should bring this to 

BiH, this would be the most ideal situation. (7) 

Her quote illustrates the participants’ perception that their preference for a country-based 

national identity is not shared with most of the society. A male participant who identified as 

Bosnian emphasized that a common country-based national identity would make the three 

groups less important social categories, which he saw as desirable: “From my point of view, 

Bosnian is a man, woman or child who was born in Bosnia - a human who is born in Bosnia, 

and that's it. This is nationality and that’s it” (P12). The quotes above illustrate many 

participants’ perspective who didn’t see the three groups as legitimate national and ethnic 

categories, and who wanted the societal focus to be on a shared national identity instead. 

 A different perspective was offered by a Bosniak participant who during the interview 

strongly supported the idea of a common state-based Bosnian identity but insisted that this 

identity does not have to be formally expressed in terms of the “other” category:   

I believe that we should all focus more and more on being citizens of the country 

Bosnia-Herzegovina rather than being a member of our own ethnicity…but you don't 

have to be a Bosnian on a paper, you can be a Bosniak, a Croat, a Serb on paper! (10). 

In contrast to many other participants, he did not question the groups’ legitimacy as ethnicities 

and consequently his conceptualization of a common identity does not challenge the three-

category-system. He emphasized that despite the idealistic value of a common identity, being 

Bosniak is a more important part of his identity, which he does not want to give up: 

Ideally, we all should be Bosnians but we're not. It feels closer, when I say that I'm a 

Bosniak – you are part of one group, and it makes you feel good that you are part of 

the group, It’s a cool group... And it's not something that I actually want to change 

right now. That's my identity. You don't want to change your identity. (P10) 

His arguments follow the constitutional system in which identifying as Bosnian means 

exchanging one’s national identity as Croat, Serb or Bosniak with membership in the “other” 



YOUTHS’ NEGOTIATION OF A COMMON BOSNIAN IDENTITY                                                                     33 
 

 
 

category. The quotes illustrate that for some youths, the Bosnian identity is more an idealistic 

concept than a realistic option for formal self-categorization, but it is possible for them to be 

both: a member of their group on paper and idealistically a Bosnian.  

            Taken together, the quotes of this subtheme express many participants’ disagreement 

with the concept of ethnic nationalism that refers to Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs as ethnicities 

and nations, as it is the norm in Bosnia. Instead, many participants argued national identity 

should be tied to BiH a country. Some participants wanted this state-based nationality to erase 

the boundaries between the three groups, while others conceptualized it as overarching three 

different religious or ethnic groups. 

The Common Bosnian Identity Represents Progression of the Country 

             The participants often described the present socio-political system which is built 

around the three groups as dysfunctional and as preserving the negative consequences of the 

war, with which they did not want to identify. Instead, they wanted society to be characterized 

by a common Bosnian identity, which they saw as representing a common progression from 

the country’s past into a more peaceful and prosperous future. The most prominent point 

raised was the wish to overcome the ongoing conflict in society which they saw as kept alive 

since the war. The next quote by a male participant is a good example for the participants’ 

sentiment that the three-category system presents an obstacle for the country to move forward. 

It illustrates how identifying as Bosnian instead meant to disidentify with the division 

represented by the three groups and to advocate for a joint progression from the past: 

In the last census I decided to make a statement: I did not want to be part of all of this, 

because I believe that these things [the division into the three groups] just fuel the 

conflict. As people and as country – they keep us from moving forward, they keep us 

from looking forward, we are caught in the past because of these things. That’s why I 

did not identify as Bosniak or Croat or Serb but as Bosnian and Herzegovinian – 

Bosnian! (P19) 

The participant explained that identifying as Bosnian for him is a political statement: He 

chose to identify with a category that does not exist in the constitution and is not part of the 

current socio-political system, to show that he does not want to be part of “all of this”. To 

him, the Bosnian identity represents shifting the focus from the past and the conflict towards 

the future. A female teacher who identified as Bosnian, similarly explained the need for a 

Bosnian national identity in order to unite the country after the war. Her quote addresses the 

commonly mentioned wish to move on from the conflict and illustrates the second point 

brought up in the interviews: the wish to move forward from the economic stagnation. 
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there's this need in order to move forward as a nation, so in order to have economic 

progress and in order to have a nicer life, a more peaceful life, we need to have the 

Bosnian nation. That's how I feel because as long as we don't have the Bosnian nation, 

we will not be united as a country in order to rebuild it. As long as we have these three 

sides [the division into Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs], economic growth, and peaceful 

life is not the priority. (P13)  

This quote illustrates the perspective that the ongoing social disharmony and economic 

stagnation are both rooted in the lack of a common Bosnian national identity. The participant 

sees the three groups as three different “sides” in a conflict which has not yet been overcome. 

The country still must be rebuilt and a “nice and peaceful life” is yet to be established. To her 

opinion, this can only be prioritized if the focus is shifted from the three conflicting “sides” to 

the common future goals of one Bosnian nation. The next quote more specifically examplifies 

participants’ view that the division in the three groups are part of a dysfunctional system and 

the reason for the economic stagnation of the country. In this quote, identifying as Bosnian 

instead of with the three groups again represents unity, which is needed to overcome the 

humanitarian challenges caused by the conflict. The quote moreover points to the commonly 

raised point that the social ills that are caused by the system equally affect members of all 

groups: 

This system does not work! It is counterproductive, and if we stick with it, we can’t 

get anywhere, we can only be in a deadlock, that’s also an argument [to identify as 

Bosnian] … I believe that as long as these divisions are here, the country does not 

function and as long as the country does not function, poverty is high, and 

unemployment is high, and everybody suffers from it! (P19). 

             The quotes presented in this subtheme illustrate that the three categories and the 

socio-political system that reinforces them, are often associated with the economically 

stagnant and socially disharmonious status quo. While the three-category-system represents 

conforming with the system, being focused on the war and hence stuck in the past, identifying 

as Bosnian expresses focus on the future and the overdue progression from the societal and 

economic hardships caused by the war.  

The Common Bosnian Identity is Seen as Inclusive of a Broad Range of Identities  

            According to the participants’ accounts, a common Bosnian national identity 

represents an inclusive society: It equally includes Serbs, Croats and Bosniak as members of 

one group and is moreover inclusive of a broader range of identities, such as multicultural 
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identities and members of minority groups, who are excluded from the three groups which are 

conceptualized as rigid, homogeneous and aligned with conservative values. 

             The participants explained that the term Bosnian is inclusive of different religious and 

ethnic backgrounds. Most of the participants with a Muslim background distanced themselves 

from the Bosniak group. They often spoke about the Bosniaks’ claim to be the only rightful 

people of Bosnia: “They [Bosniaks] are very possessive [of Bosnia]. They kind of think that 

they're the only right Bosnians or something” (P13). In this sense, the term Bosniak was often 

seen as representing exclusion or suppression of members of the other two groups. The next 

quote illustrates the perspective of participants who chose to identify as Bosnians, because 

unlike “Bosniak”, the term “Bosnian” is seen as inclusive of the other groups as equal part of 

one nationality. 

They [friends with a Bosniak background] do not like the term Bosniak because they 

want the other religions [the other groups] to be included, so they boycott the term 

Bosniak and say, ‘I’m Bosnian’(P11).  

             The participants’ accounts moreover suggest that a common Bosnian identity is seen 

as allowing a broader variety of religious identities, because in contrast to the three groups it 

does not tie religious identity to national identity. The next quote illustrates the participants’ 

impression that a common Bosnian identity would make the three categories less relevant and 

thus allows an individual choice of religion, which may include religious identities beyond the 

three religions of the three groups, such as Buddhism or atheism: 

I think this would be ideal, everyone is a Bosnian because we live in the country of 

BiH, but your religion is completely your own choice. So, you're a Bosnian Muslim or 

Catholic or not religious or a Buddhist or anything (P7).  

By listing religious orientations other than Muslim, Catholic and Orthodox, she emphasized 

her wish for the strict societal focus on the three groups to make room for a broader scope of 

religious identities. The above quotes illustrate that a common Bosnian identity is seen as 

equally inclusive of members of all three groups and moreover facilitates a diverse range of 

religious identities because it detaches religious from national identity. 

          Beyond representing the inclusion of members of all three groups the Bosnian identity 

was described as inclusive of bicultural identities. The accounts suggest that individuals with 

a mixed background can more easily identify with a common Bosnian identity than within the 

three-category system which assumes three homogenous groups with no overlap. The next 

quote by a participant who worked in the registration during the last census illustrates how 
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some participants described having a mixed family background as a reason why young people 

may choose to identify as Bosnian: 

I noticed that a lot of people from mixed marriages identify as Bosnians because I 

mean, one parent is Bosniak, one parent is Serb, they don't know how to identify, they 

just take Bosnians, and they just say "others" because they really can't identify with 

neither of those [Bosniak or Serb] (P14). 

From his perspective, people with a mixed family background face the difficulty that the 

system forces them to decide for one category, because it does not allow being officially part 

of two groups. His observation matches the accounts of participants with mixed backgrounds: 

all of them said to identify as “other” or explicitly mentioned the impossibility to be formally 

acknowledged in their bicultural identity. The next quote by a female participant who 

explained that her mother’s family identifies as Serbs, while her father’s family is Bosniak 

and she herself carries her father’s Muslim last name, is a good example for how individuals 

with a mixed background choose to identify as Bosnian instead of with either of the two sides: 

If your identity is more complex, you're screwed: … So, I'm mostly friends with the 

part of my family that identifies as Serbs. But I was born in Sarajevo, I have a Muslim 

last name - it's very mixed. And so, what does this leave me with, who am I? So, I 

really identify myself as Bosnian. (P13) 

The participant explained that within the three-category-system, having a complex identity is 

challenging because it does not provide clear information about one’s identity and no 

straightforward association with any of the groups. Identifying within the three groups for her 

would have meant to choose between her father’s and her mother’s side and both alternatives 

would not have represented her full identity. Thus, she identified as Bosnian instead. She 

continues and explained that in contrast to the dominant narrative of three clear cut groups, 

cases like her own are very common in society: “I'm not a weird individual. It's not that I have 

a very colorful family line. Totally not. It's very, very normal.” (P13). Moreover, the quote of 

a male student with Croatian family heritage who grew up in BiH and identifies as Bosnian 

indicates that a common Bosnian identity is inclusive of individuals with a Serb or Croat 

family background who grew up in BiH and identify with the country as well as with their 

family’s heritage:  

They [society] would call me a Croatian, and yes, I am Croatian partly, but also, I’m 

Bosnian, because I grew up here, my mentality is more from here, than from Croatia. 

To say that I’m truly Croatian - would also be true, but I like these ‘others’ more than 

Croatian! If I could, I would check both Bosnian and Croatian (P12).  
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This quote shows that he wishes to express both, his Croatian and his Bosnian identity. He 

cannot choose any of the three official categories, because even though he feels Croatian, this 

category does not reflect his whole identity. Instead, he self-categorizes as Bosnian, the 

nationality which he identifies most strongly with, even though the category is not officially 

acknowledged. Taken together, the quotes above illustrate how individuals with multicultural 

identities chose to identify as Bosnians, because the three-category-system does not consider 

multicultural identities.  

          Thirdly, the accounts indicate that the Bosnian identity is seen as generally more 

inclusive to a diverse range of identities than the three groups, because it is associated with 

politically left and liberal values. The next quote by a participant who identifies as Bosnian is 

an illustration for how the three main groups are by some participants seen as not only 

excluding members of the other groups, but generally marginalized identities, such as the 

queer community and disabled people: 

We (BiH) had like our first Pride in September, and of course all the political leaders 

from the big Serb, Croat and Bosniak groups were automatically against it. They 

identify in a way that they don't support ‘OTHER’: ‘other’ meaning that you're gay, 

‘other’ meaning that you're not from their national group, ‘other’ meaning that you are 

disabled (14) 

His quote indicates that to his perception, the exclusion of “other” identities is content of the 

Bosniak, Serb and Croat identity which is represented by their political leaders. The same 

participant contrasts his description of the three groups with a description of the group of 

“others” who identify as Bosnians:  

We are like that liberal, European person: We’re not nationalist, we're not sexist, we 

are tolerant when it comes to the LGBTQ-community, when it comes to national 

groups…My best friend is gay, and I know a lot of gay people. They are the most 

marginalized group here and they are first to protest and fight for all people. And that's 

the pattern that I see in all the people that identify as others, they're the first ones to 

raise their voices for justice for all, not only for justice for themselves. (14) 

As illustrated in this quote, several participants’ accounts indicate an overlap of the “other” 

community which identifies as Bosnians with the queer community. His quote portrays the 

Bosnian identity as representing tolerance, equality and inclusivity which allows the 

expression of identities that are marginalized by the traditionalist views and policies of the 

three groups. His quotes offers the perspective that members of the category “others” who 

identify as Bosnian are sometimes seen as connected through a common set of values that is 
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more left and liberal than the traditionally conservative or even “far right” orientation that is 

ascribed to the three groups. They illustrate how the Bosnian identity is seen as more aligned 

with European or Western values than with the ones represented by the conservative political 

position of the three groups.  

 The quotes presented in this subtheme illustrate that in their negotiation of a common 

Bosnian identity, the participants draw on values of diversity, equality and tolerance which 

they do not find represented by the system that is based on the three categories. Their 

identification with a common Bosnian identity expresses their identification with liberal 

values which allow the equal inclusion of members of all three groups, a broader range of 

religious identities, bicultural identities and groups with other marginalized identities, 

especially the queer community, in to one ingroup. 

             The second theme demonstrates that the participants do not simply accept the three 

societally reinforced group identities but actively negotiate their identification with a common 

Bosnian identity in various identity constellations. Many participants identified exclusively 

with the common Bosnian identity, and the ones who formally identified with their subgroups, 

supported a common Bosnian identity on an informal level. The quotes presented in the 

second theme map out three main elements that inspired identification with a common 

Bosnian identity (i.e. conceptualization of national identity as tied to countries rather than 

groups, progression from the past and the conflict, inclusive character of a common identity) 

                                                         Discussion                                                     

The findings illustrate the participants’ ongoing negotiation of their identification 

between the three groups and a common Bosnian identity. This occurs in relation to elements 

of their social environment which reinforce identification on the subgroup-level of Croats, 

Serbs, and Bosniaks, and elements of personal values and convictions which encourage 

identification with a common Bosnian identity, which are also shared among a community of 

other youths who identify with a common Bosnian identity. The study brings forward five 

points that can contribute to our understanding of how social recategorization processes into a 

common identity is negotiated among the young generation in a post-conflict context that 

actively hinders a common identity, and to our knowledge of possible pathways for a common 

Bosnian identity. 

Generational Changes in the Identification with a Bosnian Identity  

             The participants’ active negotiation process suggests that the young generation in 

Sarajevo is generally more open towards identifying in terms of a common Bosnian identity 

than the older generations. According to the participants, the larger society, especially older 
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people, hold on to the narrative of three inherently conflicting groups. Among the interviewed 

youths, identification with a common Bosnian identity is commonly discussed as a desirable 

step towards overcoming the conflict, even if not everyone formally identifies with it. Many 

of the participants specify that this is a quite common stance among other youths they 

associate with, and explicitly point to the difference in perspective between the generations. 

Their criticism of the three-category-system as driving division and conflict, and their 

alternative conceptualization of a superordinate Bosnian category, are in line with the 

proposition of the CIIM in that a category which is inclusive of the subgroups can help 

overcome intergroup tensions (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). The findings suggest that the 

youths may be generally more oriented towards progress after the war, focusing less on the 

subordinate level of Serbs, Bosniaks and Croats, and more on a common Bosnian identity in 

comparison to members of the older generations who suffered more during the war. Herewith, 

this study contributes with a different perspective to previous research on youths in BiH 

which found that the youths primarily focused on their sub-group identities, experienced rigid 

boundaries between the groups, and were mostly discouraged to identify as Bosnian because 

of the informal nature of the common Bosnian category (Piacentini 2018; Turjačanin et. al, 

2017). The findings may indicate a generational change of views on intergroup relations and 

personal identification, and are in line with previous studies (e.g. Moss & Vollhardt, 2016) 

that found members of the younger generation to be more accepting of a superordinate 

identity after conflict, arguing that the youths did not live through the war, and thus had other 

experiences than those of the older generations.  

Identification with a Common Bosnian Identity Ranges on a Spectrum Between 

Acceptance and Rejection 

               The findings demonstrate that for the youths, identification with a common Bosnian 

identity is not a black-and-white matter of acceptance or rejection, but an ongoing process of 

navigating their position on a spectrum: While some participants leave behind national, ethnic 

and religious aspects of the subordinate identity in order to fully accept a common identity, a 

process akin to the CIIM’s concept of a single recategorization (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), 

others step out of their subgroup as a national and ethnic category but simultaneously keep the 

religious identity of their group. On the other end of the spectrum, participants highly value 

sub-group belonging as a core aspect of their identity which they do not want to formally give 

up for a common identity. However, many of these participants at the same time do identify 

as Bosnians on an informal, ideological level, hence identifying as both a member of their 

subgroup (formally) and as a Bosnian (ideologically). These variations of dual identification 
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with both, the common identity as well as the subordinate group level are akin to the CIIM’s 

concept of dual recategorization (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000).   

Moreover, the findings show that the individual position on the spectrum of 

identifications with a common Bosnian identity can vary across situations: some youths, who 

have a critical perspective on the three-group system and generally do not self-categorize as a 

member of one of the three groups, do so in situations when being part of the group is 

profitable or necessary, such as for scholarships and job opportunities. This corresponds with 

the perspective that people align themselves with their group more willingly for social 

instrumental reasons, such as individual prestige and respect (Barreto & Ellemers, 2003). I 

want to point out three implications of these findings: 

Firstly, they demonstrate that the participants do not simply accept the social 

categorizations that are reinforced by the social environment: rather than merely being 

affected by the social environment, the participants actively engage with dominant societal 

narratives and external categorizations and take an intentional approach as to whether or not, 

as well as when they identify with the three societally supported categories or with a common 

Bosnian identity. The findings are in line with perspectives that point out the active role of the 

individual in defining the self (Barreto & Ellemers, 2003; Mc Lean & Syed, 2016). 

  Secondly, the findings are generally in line with SCT’s conceptualization of social 

identity as variable and contextual (Turner et al, 1987), which supports the call for social 

psychological research to more strongly account for the dynamic and contextual nature of the 

self (McLean & Syed, 2016; Subašić et al., 2008; Sullivan, 2020). I argue that in the context 

of BiH and potentially other conflict settings, an approach to social identities as static, 

context-independent entities could unwittingly contribute to a reinforcement of the conflicting 

categories, as well as foster the social hierarchies in which those in power legitimize their 

authority by keeping the narrative of static, inherently divided groups in place.   

Thirdly, the findings show that the lack of a structural recategorization strategy leaves 

the common Bosnian identity open to individual interpretation. This may make the Bosnian 

category a very fragile category in the eyes of the wider society, with unclear content, 

significance and relation to the subordinate categories, which may affect people’s willingness 

to identify with it (Rutland & Cinnirella, 2000). It remains unclear whether the diverging 

interpretations of a common Bosnian generally scatter and slow down cultural bottom-up 

recategorization movements, or if its openness for various interpretations may have the 

potential to make the Bosnian identity attractive to a wider spectrum of people. 
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The Threat of External Miscategorization may Limit the Motivation to Identify with a 

Common Bosnian Identity 

             As discussed above the participants’ self-categorizations that emphasize the common 

Bosnian identity either as main identity or as an additional superordinate level of 

identification, generally diverge from societal categorizations which are nearly exclusively 

focused on the three groups. The findings show that this is especially challenging for those 

participants who exclusively identify with a common Bosnian identity, because they 

experience a strong discrepancy between their own self-categorizations (how they see 

themselves, i.e. as Bosnians) and external categorizations (how they are seen by others, i.e. as 

Bosniak, Croat or Serb) (Barreto & Ellemers, 2003). These youths are not recognized in their 

chosen identity by the socio-political structures, which only acknowledge Bosniak, Croat and 

Serb as valid categorizations, and are more or less aggressively assigned back to their 

assumed category by members of society.  

Theoretical perspectives suggest that this systematic miscategorization, and the 

experienced discrepancy between internal and external categorization, has significant effects 

on the individual and the group level. Tajfel (1987) notes that when individuals are repeatedly 

treated in terms of a certain group membership, the assigned social identity is finally 

internalized and accepted. Furthermore, Barreto & Ellemers (2003) suggest that systematic 

ethnic categorization may lead to permanent segregation of groups. These perspectives 

suggest that the omnipresent external categorization in terms of the three groups may 

reinforce the boundaries between the three groups, and hamper recategorization into a 

common identity, even if some individuals do not want to accept the societally imposed 

categories. Scholars have pointed out the effects of miscategorization on a personal level: 

individuals want to be recognized in their social identity (Barreto & Ellemers, 2003) and 

being unrecognized in one’s identity is considered a form of discrimination (Cheryan & 

Monin, 2005). Furthermore, studies have shown that miscategorization and identity denial 

have negative consequences for the individual well-being (e.g. Barreto et al., 2010; Townsend 

et al., 2009). In light of these findings, this study suggests that the prospect to hold a societally 

unrecognized identity, and to face the psychological costs of being externally misrecognized 

may discourage individuals to identify with a common Bosnian identity, and represent a 

limiting factor in conversations about a possible recategorization. 

Liberal Rather than Conservative Values drive Identification with a Common Bosnian 

Identity 



YOUTHS’ NEGOTIATION OF A COMMON BOSNIAN IDENTITY                                                                     42 
 

 
 

             The findings illustrate that the youth participants negotiate their identification with a 

common Bosnian identity in light of their values, and suggest that a liberal value set 

encourages them to identify as Bosnians, while conservative values may make it more 

attractive to stay within the three-category system. There will of course also be many other 

aspects that influence these choices, but political leanings and value stances may be an 

interesting one to pursue. 

          Applying an SCT-perspective, I suggest that for liberal youths, the fit of a common 

Bosnian category may be better than the Bosniak, Croat, and Serb categories. In contrast to 

the three subgroups, the concept of a state-based common Bosnian identity follows the 

western understanding of national identity as tied to a country (Čorkalo & Kamenov, 2003) 

and implies the liberal value-set of western democracies. Hence youths who treasure liberal 

values may perceive themselves as more similar to other presumably liberal members of the 

Bosnian category, regardless of their background, than to members of either of the three 

groups who they see as generally holding conservative views and supporting traditionalist 

politics.  

In order to further elaborate on the argument that liberal and conservative values may 

be one aspect that influences identification with a common Bosnian identity, I want to 

additionally draw on Moral Foundations Theory (Haidt and Graham, 2007). I suggest that, 

based on their specific set of values, young liberals in BiH may see joining a common 

Bosnian identity as morally correct, while for conservatives staying with their group may 

represent the most moral option.  

Haidt and Graham (2007) propose that conservatives tend to equally value loyalty 

towards the ingroup, respect towards authorities, purity and sanctity, care for others and 

fairness for the moral judgements of acts and behaviors, while liberals tend to only rely on 

fairness and care. The relatively strong value of fairness and care can perhaps help explain 

liberal youths’ inclination to identify as Bosnians: In contrast to the three sub-groups, the 

common Bosnian category promises equal inclusivity, opportunity, and progress towards a 

prosperous future for all citizens of BiH, regardless of their group-membership and including 

marginalized groups. Liberal youths in BiH may criticize especially the leaders of the three 

subordinate groups as immoral for only supporting members of their own group while 

excluding others. Hence, a liberal value set may make self-categorization in terms of a 

common Bosnian identity seem like the morally right decision. Furthermore, liberals’ less 

pronounced concern about loyalty towards the ingroup and respect towards authorities may 

make it easier for them to disagree with older family members, step out of their group, and 
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identify outside the constitutional and political framework. Moreover, a lesser focus on purity 

and sanctity may make some liberal youths less inclined to define their identity in religious 

terms, which in turn may encourage them to step out of the three religion-centered groups into 

a religiously neutral group.  

Conversely, a strong focus on loyalty towards their own group and their respect 

towards authorities such as parents, and political and religious leaders and institutions may 

lead conservatives to identify most strongly with their Croat, Serb, or Bosniak group. 

Moreover, they may disapprove the decision of others to leave their group in order to join a 

common Bosnian group as an immoral act. The relevance of purity and sanctity may 

encourage strong religious beliefs among conservatives in BiH which may additionally tie 

them to their respective subgroup.  

              It has to be said that there will of course be many liberals in BiH who highly value 

their subgroup belonging, as well as conservatives who identify with BiH as a country. 

Whether a person supports the three-group structure, or a common Bosnian identity surely 

depends on a whole host of different aspects out of which one may be political leanings and 

moral values as discussed above. These aspects can perhaps help explain why some youths in 

Sarajevo do not feel discouraged by the countless challenges that the societal context poses to 

individuals who identify outside of the three groups. 

The Role of Political Leaders 

In the participants’ negotiation of their identification with a common Bosnian identity, 

they decisively distanced themselves from the political leaders who represent the three 

groups. They experienced political leaders as intentionally driving the division between the 

three groups, in order to maintain and legitimize their authority. For example, the participants 

described political leaders of all groups as portraying the other groups as a threat to the own 

group and as exclusively promoting the own group’s interests in order to stay in power. This 

finding is supported by implications of the Uncertainty Identity Theory (Hogg, 2007), which 

falls nicely in the social identity tradition, and holds that people are motivated to identify with 

social groups in order to reduce uncertainty about the self. Hogg (2012) proposes that leaders 

can enhance their authority and intensify their followers’ identification with the group by 

fueling uncertainty about the group’s identity, while promising to resolve it. Moreover, the 

finding is in line with previous studies that address the role of political leaders in social 

categorization processes (Moss, 2016; Moss, 2014). Specifically, the findings correspond with 

other perspectives on the role of BiH’s political leaders as driving the conflict in society rather 

than unification of the country (e.g. Basta, 2016; Cehajic et al., 2008). The attempted 
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influence and gain that leaders can try to achieve by using social identities is often overlooked 

in psychology (however see Haslam et al., 2011), and BiH is an important window into such 

processes (see for example Elcherot et al., 2017). 

The finding of disagreement with the political system as a cause of youths´ feelings of 

disconnection from their own group can complement these perspectives by suggesting that the 

political leaders’ rhetoric about the other groups as representing a threat to the own group 

does not necessarily lead to stronger identification with the three groups among the youths 

who have not experienced the immediate uncertainty of threat to the own group during the 

war, but rather leads them to disidentify with their group. This is in line with Hogg (2012) 

who argues that when individuals disagree with a leader whom they generally do not trust, 

they will feel like they do not fit in the group and leave it. For this reason, the findings of this 

study can add to previous work by suggesting that the youths’ mistrust in the political elites 

(Brethfeld & Vadakaria, 2012) and their disagreement with their policies might in fact hold 

the potential for weakened identification with the three groups and may ultimately be 

supportive of their identification with a common Bosnian identity. 

                                       Limitations and Future Directions 

In line with the social identity perspective, this study emphasizes that self-

categorizations are contextual and situational. It may be that the context of the interview with 

me as western European foreigner may have made a state-based national identity particularly 

salient and seem more desirable than in other situations. This may have led more participants 

to emphasize a common identity as more desirable and the subgroup divisions as less relevant 

as they perceive them to be in their daily lives.  

           The study does not claim to be representative for the population of youths in Sarajevo 

and the findings have to be interpreted cautiously. It suffers a sampling bias as participating in 

a study in general and especially the theme of social identities may be exclusively interesting 

to politically active youths. Hence, the present analysis illustrates the very specific 

perspectives of a highly educated, politically liberal, socially involved and relatively affluent 

sample. It remains unclear how popular a common Bosnian identity is in more rural and more 

conservative youths’ samples, among youths who identify as Serbs and Croats, and in Croat 

and Serb dominated parts of Bosnia. To complement the findings of this study, it would be 

especially relevant to investigate how youths in Banja Luka, the capital of the Serb Republic 

or the Croatian part of the city of Mostar, speak about a common identity. This could yield 

further insight on the role of social environments in the identification with a superordinate 

Bosnian category. To further investigate the inclusive nature of a common Bosnian identity, it 
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would be interesting to hear perspectives of youths from mixed backgrounds and 

marginalized groups in the Serb Republic.  

To learn more about the process of a generational change in understandings of national 

identity and intergroup relations, future studies could investigate the narratives about a 

common identity among even younger youths, for example by focusing on high school 

students. It would also be interesting to explore older people’s narratives about past and 

present recategorization processes, since they grew up in a socio-political environment that 

supported a common Yugoslavian identity and experienced a sort of “reversed” 

recategorization process during the war, that shifted the focus towards identifications with the 

subordinate level.  

Conclusion 

The study explored how youth participants in Sarajevo negotiate identification with a 

common Bosnian identity. It demonstrates that despite the reinforcement of identification on 

the subordinate group level by different actors and structures of the social environment, the 

participants actively navigate their identification between the three groups and a common 

identity. The study emphasizes the dynamic and contextual nature of social identities and 

supports perspectives that call on social psychological research to do so as well, rather than 

approaching social identities as static and context-independent concepts (e.g. Subašić et al., 

2008; Sullivan, 2020).  

The study highlights the detrimental influence of BiH’s socio-political structures and 

institutional authorities on the establishment of a common Bosnian identity in the larger 

society. However, the study also emphasizes the youths’ independent and active take on 

intergroup relations and social identification: whether or not the youths formally identified as 

Bosnians, they wished to shift the focus away from the divisions towards a joint progression 

of the country, and discussed different approaches to recategorization into a common Bosnian 

identity. It remains to be seen whether these negotiations of a common Bosnian identity stay 

limited to a specific youth culture in Sarajevo, or if they have the potential to extend into 

larger conversations about recategorization in the society of BiH. 
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Appendix 

Interview Guide 

 

1. What – if any - groups do you feel like you belong to?  

 

2. In your opinion, what are most relevant divisions/categories in society? 

 

3. How do younger people and how do older people think about these? 

 

4. What role – if any - do religious/ethnic groups play in society and your daily life? 

 

5. In your opinion, what role should ethnic/religious/national identities play in society?  

 

6. Which identities / groups would you like to be relevant in society, now and in future?  

 

7. What is your wish for future relations between the different groups in society? 

 

8. What is your opinion on a common Bosnian-Herzegovinian identity?  

Does it exist, if so, when is it visible? Does it make sense to you? Who is against it or 

in favor of it?       


