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Party Politics in the Western Balkans

This book examines the development of party politics in the region of Western 
Balkans, describing party politics and analysing inter-ethnic or inter-party coop-
eration and competition.
	 Beginning with a thematic overview of the electoral systems and their link to 
the party systems, the authors consider the legacy of socialist/communist parties; 
compare the nationalist parties in the region; and explore opportunities for the 
national minorities. The book then provides detailed country case studies on 
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Macedonia and 
Albania that:

•	 provide an overview of the development of the respective political system 
since 1990, presenting key changes over time;

•	 depict important political issues in each of these countries and explain 
parties’ particular policies in relation to these issues;

•	 discuss the level of democracy as well as ethnic minorities in the given 
states;

•	 explore the extent to which nationalism has dominated party organisation, 
the stability of the parties, important changes in the party policies, and their 
electoral performance and personalisation of the parties.

Bringing together a range of specialist experts on the Balkans, this book will be 
of interest to students and scholars of party politics, comparative European pol-
itics, post-communist politics, nationalism, Southern European and Western 
Balkan politics.

Věra Stojarová works as an Academic Researcher at the Institute for Compara-
tive Political Research in Brno. The field of her professional interest is research 
on political and party systems in the Balkan countries. Peter Emerson works as 
the director of the de Borda Institute, an international NGO which specialises in 
promoting preference voting, especially in plebiscites on sovereignty. His work 
abroad has centred on conflict zones in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and East 
Africa.
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Introduction

Věra Stojarová

The first political parties in the Western Balkans in the post-bipolar era were 
founded back in the late 1980s. Nevertheless, the development of party politics 
was influenced by the turmoil of war, the subsequent installation of non-
democratic regimes in several countries, and the delayed process of nation and 
state building in several of them. In Croatia, the winner of the transition hap-
pened to be the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) which ran the country in a 
not-fully-democratic manner throughout the 1990s. The HDZ at the time was 
aggregating the interests and preferences of the majority of the population, 
whose interest was the independence and sovereignty of Croatia. The opposition 
remained fragmented until the 2000 elections, when the position of the leading 
party was taken over by the Social Democrats (SDP) and the Croatian Social 
Liberal Party (HSLS). Nevertheless, the HDZ came back to power three years 
later, and in the 2007 elections was confirmed as the party of government. 
Croatia is now seeking EU accession very quickly, and hopes to integrate into 
the European structures by 2010 or at the latest 2011.
	 The war in 1992–1995 and the subsequent protectorate of the international 
community on Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) had a vast impact on its party 
landscape. The three ethnic groups have not changed their pre-war goals (the 
Serbs are still striving for an independent RS or annexation by Serbia; the Bos-
niaks want to have a unitary state, while the Croats are not really sure, some 
wishing to have their own entity within BiH). The political parties based on 
nationalism are therefore gaining popular support. The main party voted for by 
the Bosniaks remains the Party of Democratic Action (SDA); the Croats cast 
their preferences for the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) or HDZ-1990, while 
the party representing Serbian interests is the Union of Independent Social 
Democrats (SNSD) which replaced the previously prominent Serbian Demo-
cratic Party (SDS). The lack of a common goal in BiH is now being clearly 
reflected in the discussions over a new Constitution for Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
It seems for the moment that the European Union mission will stay in the 
country until a shared goal for all three ethnicities is found.
	 The adoption of nationalism helped the League of Communists of Serbia to 
re-orient itself in the post-bipolar world and remain in power as the Socialist 
Party of Serbia. Serbian engagement in four conflicts (the wars in Slovenia, 
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Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo) brought economic embargos, 
political isolation and an enormous drop in the standard of living. Serbia lagged 
behind in terms of European integration, and furthermore the conflict with 
NATO in 1999 put Serbia out of favour with many European countries. National 
reconciliation has still not taken place in any country in the Western Balkans – 
nevertheless, in Serbia, it seems to be one of the preconditions for accession to 
the EU. At the very least, a public debate over national reconciliation is needed 
in Serbia in order to reach a consensus in the society about its future.
	 Montenegro decided at the beginning of the 1990s to stay with Serbia within 
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Later, however, Montenegro began to split 
with Serbia, transforming the unit into a loose state of Serbia and Montenegro, 
and after a tight referendum, proclaiming independence in 2006. Montenegrin 
party politics has been dominated by the post-communist successor party, the 
Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro (DPS), led since 1998 by Milo 
Đukanović. Montenegro submitted its application for EU membership in Decem-
ber 2008. However, the EU demands that Montenegro engage in the fight against 
organised crime, nepotism, and the excessive intermingling of politicians with 
business affairs.
	 Macedonian party politics has been dominated by two parties – the Social 
Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDSM), and the Internal Macedonian Revolu-
tionary Organisation – Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity 
(VMRO-DPMNE). One of the main obstacles in its Euro-Atlantic integration is 
Greece’s objection to the country’s constitutional name, the Republic of Mace-
donia. According to the provisional interim agreement, the country name to be 
used in international organisations is the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-
nia (FYROM). Nevertheless, Greek officials have stated many times that Greece 
will object to Macedonian entry into EU and NATO until the name dispute is 
resolved.
	 Kosovo was under international auspices until it unilaterally declared inde-
pendence on 17 February 2008. Subsequently it was recognised by more than 50 
countries, while the process of governance is to be supervised by the newly-
launched EU mission EULEX. Political parties were mostly formed as single 
issue parties with few programmatic policies. The ethnic Serbian party scene is 
divided – one part does not communicate with the newly proclaimed state, while 
some politicians consider that the only future for the ethnic Serbs in Kosovo lies 
in participation in local politics. Even though the international community has 
been operating in the region since 1999, Kosovo still has a long way to go 
towards being offered membership in the EU: the main EU objections are 
expected to be insufficient efforts in the fight against organised crime, clien-
telism, and nepotism.
	 In Albania a bipolar party system emerged, with the communist successor 
Socialist Party of Albania and the Democratic Party of Albania as the two main 
competitors. The lack of any democratic experience and a very low standard of 
political culture led to the establishment of not very democratic practices in the 
1990s. Bearing in mind its starting point, Albania must be praised for its great 
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progress. Nevertheless, when compared to other functioning democracies, there 
is still much work to be done in order to achieve the democratic standards of, 
and become fully integrated into, European structures.
	 Even though there has been an enormous output of books about the Balkans 
in recent years, the party systems of the Western Balkans as such have attracted 
little attention in the past. Probably the most comprehensive book dealing with 
party politics in the CEE is the IDEA publication Political Parties in Central 
and Eastern Europe, downloadable directly from the IDEA webpage. Another 
book covering selected Western and Eastern Balkan countries (minus Croatia 
and BiH) worth mentioning is the volume edited by Karasimeonov, Political 
Parties and the Consolidation of Democracy in South Eastern Europe, published 
in Sofia 2004. Among the books covering elections in the respective countries 
are Izbori i konsolidacije u Hrvatskoj edited by Goran Čular, Izbori u SRJ od 
1990 do 1998 by Vladimir Goati or Izbori u BiH by Herceg and Tomić, or most 
recently Volební systémy postkomunistických zemí written by Jakub Šedo. 
Besides these, mention must be made of case studies dealing either with the 
selected party systems or the state of transition – e.g. Dileme demokratske nacije 
i autonomije by Jovan Komšić, Demokratija u političkim strankama Srbije by 
Zoran Lutovac, Kriza i transformacija političkih stranaka by Anđelko 
Milardović et al., Partijski sistem Srbije by Stojiljković, Razvoj političkog plu-
ralizma u Sloveniji i Bosni i Hercegovini edited by Danica Fink Hafner and 
Mirko Pejanović or the latest Politics of World Views by Bojan Todosijević.
	 As we have seen, the only publications to date are case studies in local lan-
guages, and comparative studies in terms of the whole CEE (e.g. Political 
Parties in Post-Communist Eastern Europe by Lewis). Party Politics in the 
Western Balkans tries to fill the vacuum and satisfy the demand from both aca-
demic and more general circles. The authors not only describe party politics, but 
also try to analyse the different outcomes of similar situations on the level of 
inter-ethnic or inter-party cooperation or competition. The authors do not intend 
to offer a deep analysis or further conceptualisation of the phenomenon of party 
politics in the countries in transition; rather, the publication should serve as a 
starting point for further research or as essential literature for students of polit-
ical science or Balkan studies.
	 The authors examine the development of party politics in the Western Balkans, 
an area defined in EU terminology as the ex-Yugoslavian states minus Slovenia, 
plus Albania.1 The text encompasses the development of party systems in the given 
region, depicts important political issues in each of these countries, and explains 
the parties’ particular policies in relation to these issues. The book also concen-
trates on the extent to which nationalism has dominated politics. It also considers 
party organisation, the stability of the parties, important changes in party policies, 
the parties’ electoral performances and personalisation of the parties. In addition to 
the chapters on each of the countries, the book offers an overview of the electoral 
systems and their link to the party systems, the legacy of the socialist/communist 
parties, and a comparison of the nationalist parties in the region, as well as the 
opportunities for the national minorities in the given systems.
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	 The book consists of an introduction, 12 chapters, and a conclusion. The first 
chapter focuses on the electoral systems and their possible impact on the party 
systems. The authors give an overview of the electoral structure in all the coun-
tries, and some concluding remarks about the link between the electoral systems 
and the shape of the party systems. The second chapter concentrates on the 
legacy of the communist/socialist parties, giving an overview of the transforma-
tion of the communist parties and their position in the current political system. 
The author explains why in some countries the transformed communist parties 
do not win elections while in other countries they do. Besides the successor 
parties, any new communist/socialist parties are spotlighted and presented in the 
overall context. The third chapter focuses on nationalist issues in the 1990s, and 
gives an overview of the nationalist parties in the assigned countries. It presents 
the highly fragmented Croatian nationalists, the tricky case of Bosnia and Herze-
govina, and gives special attention to the nationalist approach of the Socialist 
Party of Serbia as well as the Serbian Radical Party. The author tries to assess 
the strengths and the potential of these parties along with their relevance in the 
system, and stresses the main differences between the ideologies of all the 
various parties. The fourth chapter focuses on the role and status of national 
minorities in the party systems. The text focuses on positive discrimination in 
favour of national minorities in terms of assigned seats in parliament, and the 
authors try to assess the ethnic and national minority parties in the region. The 
next nine chapters are intended as case studies of party politics in each country. 
Each chapter begins with an overview of the political system, and introduces the 
main points in the political development of each state (changes to the constitu-
tion, changes to the previous undemocratic system, involvement in wars, import-
ant political changes), and an overview of the national minorities and the latters’ 
participation in the system. The authors focus on the countries’ particular cir-
cumstances, and identify the main cleavages. The texts encompass electoral 
systems, personalisation of the parties, and other specific issues (coalition poten-
tial, party system fragmentation, centripetal/centrifugal tendencies, polarisation, 
party programmes etc.) As the authors regard Serbia as a unique case, an addi-
tional chapter about regional party systems looks at the political party landscape 
in Vojvodina, Sandžak and the Preševo Valley. The final chapter highlights the 
common themes which emerged from the complete text, and focuses on the 
issues presented in the introduction. The author draws some general conclusions, 
presents regional variations, and compares them with existing literature about 
party systems.
	 The book was written as a study of the area of the Western Balkans; a 
descriptive approach was used in the country study chapters, accompanied by an 
empirical–analytical approach regarded to be most appropriate. When trying to 
gain access to sources, the authors had to face poor accessibility of the primary 
sources, as well as their contradictory nature. Official materials very often offer 
subjective points of view, and the secondary sources tend to accept these. Access 
to the archives or current governmental documents is sometimes very problem-
atic, and when interpreting the facts one has to keep in mind the origin of the 
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author and the perception of his opponent as well. For the purpose of the third 
chapter on the nationalist parties, a questionnaire was used to obtain information 
about the parties and their processes, via high-level party officials. For the pur-
poses of the other chapters, primary research was combined with the collection 
of a wide range of data. The sources used were printed, oral, and electronic. 
Most of the authors’ sources are either directly from the political parties, or 
gained on research trips in the Balkans from the local institutions (e.g. Albanian 
Institute for International Studies in Tirana, the Euro-Balkan Institute in Ohrid, 
the Institute for Social Sciences in Belgrade, the Faculty of Social Sciences in 
Ljubljana, etc.).
	 Regarding the authors, Peter Emerson works as the director of the de Borda 
Institute, an international NGO which specialises in promoting preference 
voting, especially in plebiscites on sovereignty. Florian Bieber is a Lecturer in 
East European Politics at the University of Kent, Canterbury. Věra Stojarová and 
Jakub Šedo work as Assistant Professors at the Department of Political Science 
and as Academic Researchers at the Institute for Comparative Political Research 
at the Faculty of Social Studies, Masaryk University in Brno. Daniel Bochsler is 
a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Zurich.
	 As for terminology, the authors use the term Macedonia (when citing Greek 
sources then FYROM) and Bosniak (instead of Bošnjak or Muslim). Kosovo/
Kosova/Kosovo and Metohija (KiM) will hereafter be written as Kosovo, and it 
will be dealt with separately. Republika Srpska will be used (vs. the Republic of 
Srpska) in order to avoid confusion with the Republic of Serbia. Even though the 
term international community has been profaned (and not only in relation to the 
Balkans), and it does not actually reflect the IC, the authors opted to use this 
term in its prevalent meaning for the USA and the EU states. Terms appearing in 
the text have been adopted on the basis of party documents and do not represent 
any siding by the author with the rival parties.2 The authors do not change the 
transcription of names; differences in transcription may occur in direct quota-
tions (đ vs. dj; ç vs. č or q). If they do differ, all transcriptions of the toponyms 
were included in the text (e.g. Obiliq/Obilić). Albanian names are kept in the ori-
ginal Albanian transcription, while Serbian names are written according to the 
rules of transcription of Cyrillic into Latin alphabet.
	 The authors would like to thank the Institute for Comparative Political 
Research for institutional backing, proofreading of the texts, and the opportunity 
to arrange meetings among the authors. Further thanks go to all the scholars with 
whom the text was debated, our students who exposed our research to tricky 
questions, and last but not least to all of the beloved Balkan peoples.

Notes
1	 The term does not correspond with the geographical interpretation, and is the product 

of social construction. Nevertheless, the term has become standardised and therefore 
will be used throughout the book.

2	 NATO bombing vs. NATO air campaign or humanitarian intervention, Patriotic War 
vs. ethnic cleansing in Croatia, etc.


